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ABSTRACT
ELEMENTARY TEACHERS’ PERCEPTIONS REGARDING THE USEFULNESS
OF THE MASSACHUSETTS COMPREHENSIVE ASSESMENT SYSTEM (MCAS)
FOR IMPROVING STUDENT LEARNING
MAY 2004
GREGORY R. HUNGERFORD, B.A., THE AMERICAN UNIVERSITY
M.A., HOOD COLLEGE
Ed.D., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST
Directed by: Professor Robert L. Sinclair
Currently, students in Massachusetts are under pressure to pass Massachusetts
Comprehensive Assessment System (MCAS) testing in order to advance to the next
grade or to receive a graduation diploma. The major purpose of this research is to
determine upper elementary teachers’ perceptions regarding the usefulness of
Massachusetts Comprehensive Assessment System (MCAS) testing for improving the
learning of third, fourth, and fifth grade public school students.
Specifically, the research questions that guide this study are:
1) To what extent do upper elementary teachers perceive the MCAS test inclusive
of important learning being taught in their classroom?
2) To what extent do upper elementary teachers think MCAS testing contributes to
improvements in student learning?
3) What do upper elementary teachers report to be the positive and negative
impacts of MCAS testing on curriculum and instruction?
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4) Why do upper elementary teachers prefer to continue or eliminate MCAS testing
as a means for improving student learning?
The schools participating in this study came from 254 randomly selected
elementary schools in Massachusetts. A total of 310 third, fourth, and fifth grade
teachers were selected from 41 diverse public schools that represented 12 of all 14
counties within the Commonwealth of Massachusetts. The Teacher Perception Survey,
which included 66 likert scale items and the Teacher Perception Interview, which
consisted of four interview questions were used to gather data for answering the four
research questions.
Data for research question one suggest that teachers did not consider MCAS
testing to be inclusive of important learning being taught in the their classroom. Data
for research question two reveal that teachers do not consider MCAS testing as a major
reason for improvements in student learning. Data for research question three imply that
teachers’ view MCAS testing as having more negative than positive impacts on
curriculum and instruction. Data for research question four suggest that teachers’
preference for eliminating MCAS testing is more extreme than their desire to keep
MCAS testing as a means for improving student learning. Seventy-seven percent of
participating teachers indicate a preference for eliminating MCAS testing.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION
Statement of the Problem
Across the United States, one popular approach to educational improvement
often imposed on local schools is standards based reform. This uniform strategy for
promoting educational change usually originates at the state or federal level. It seems
predicated on the view that improving internal conditions for learning in public schools
is best done through the use of external demands. The typical thinking behind standards
based reform is that educators in local schools resist needed changes and are not clear
about the problems students are encountering in their learning. Nor do educators know
what changes in curriculum and instruction are needed for creating conditions likely to
increase student learning. State and federal agencies, then, place external demands on
educators in public schools to produce particular internal changes considered necessary
to increase student learning; changes that are thought unlikely to happen if teachers are
left to their own leadership.
The standards based reform movement incorporates standardized testing because
it is considered a powerful means forjudging the performance of students and educators
alike. Currently, students throughout the nation are under pressure to pass statewide
standardized tests in order to advance to the next grade or to receive a graduation
diploma. In turn, the quality of teaching in local public schools is judged by
standardized test results. The test is high stakes and, while claiming to raise standards,
it remains unclear if young people who are being prepared for constructive participation
in our democracy are actually being placed at risk of failing to learn well in schools.
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This standards based reform strategy of setting standards, creating and
implementing standardized tests, aligning curriculum and instruction to the test items,
and using the student scores to determine who proceeds to the next grade or graduates
exists now in Massachusetts. Sixteen other states “require students to pass a test to
graduate, and 7 more are planning such tests” (Fair Test, 2002, p. 1). It remains unclear
whether this external approach mandated by state governments and boards of education
produces intended changes in schools or desired increases in student learning. How
teachers working in local public schools are responding to the pressures of the high
stakes standardized testing also remains uncertain.
In June, 1993, the Massachusetts’ State Legislature enacted the Education
Reform Act in hopes of increasing the learning of all public school students. The first
two major parts of this process were the creation of the Common Core of Learning and
the Curriculum Frameworks. The Common Core of Learning consists of broad
educational goals and the Curriculum Frameworks include more specific educational
objectives to be learned in different subjects. The third part was the development of the
Massachusetts Comprehensive Assessment System (MCAS), which was intended to
measure student progress and assess school success. In essence, increased scores on
MCAS testing were deemed as an indicator of improved student learning.
Over time, MCAS testing developed into a required high stakes standardized
test. Teachers across the state are now under considerable pressure to prepare their
students to take the MCAS test. Students in tenth grade must pass the English and
Mathematics sections of the MCAS test to receive a high school diploma. Policy
makers and state educators farthest from the reality of learning in local schools are seen
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as the strongest supporters of what may be considered a test driven definition of
educational success.
The perceptions of upper elementary teachers in Massachusetts’ public schools
regarding the usefulness of MCAS to improve student learning will help determine the
possible impact of this high stakes test on curriculum and instruction in local schools.
These data are crucial because standardized testing may result in a narrowing of the
school curriculum and a misuse of instruction to increase test scores. Also, the early
learning experiences for our youngest students are likely to influence their future
attitudes toward the importance of learning and their academic accomplishments
beyond elementary school (Clayton, 1965).
The external pressures placed on teachers due to MCAS testing do have an
influence on their actions in the classroom to help children learn. If teachers see the
pressures coming from sources external to schools as helpful to the students they serve,
they are more likely to embrace and implement intended changes in curriculum and
instruction. On the other hand, if these external demands take teachers away from
doing what they think is necessary to help students learn well in their classrooms, it is
more likely that teachers will resent and resist the pressures because they are perceived
as being counter to what children need to realize their academic and personal promise.

Purpose of the Study
The major purpose of this research is to determine upper elementary teachers’
perceptions regarding the usefulness of Massachusetts Comprehensive Assessment
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System (MCAS) testing for improving the learning of third, fourth, and fifth grade
public school students.
Specifically, this study consists of four interrelated parts. First, teachers’ views
about the extent to which the MCAS test is inclusive of important learning being taught
in the classroom are determined. Second, teachers’ perceptions concerning the extent to
which MCAS testing contributes to improvements in student learning are considered.
Third, teachers’ perceptions regarding the positive and negative results of MCAS
testing on curriculum and instruction are examined. Fourth, teachers’ preferences for
continuing or eliminating MCAS testing as a means for helping students improve their
learning are reported.
Specifically, the research questions that guide this study are:
1) To what extent do upper elementary teachers perceive the MCAS test
inclusive of important learning being taught in their classroom?
2) To what extent do upper elementary teachers think MCAS testing
contributes to improvements in student learning?
3) What do upper elementary teachers report to be the positive and negative
impacts of MCAS testing on curriculum and instruction?
4) Why do upper elementary teachers prefer to continue or eliminate MCAS
testing as a means for improving student learning?
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Definition of Terms
Two key terms central to this study are defined:
Perception- Webster’s Ninth New Collegiate Dictionary defines perception as a
“point of view.” This term is further defined as “the capacity to view things in their true
relations or relative importance and to view your own task in a larger framework”
(1991).
With this definition in mind, it is important to consider John Dewey’s
perspective on how individuals perceive what is happening to them on a daily basis.
Dewey (1938) would suggest that individuals are inherently shaped by every experience
and that all future interactions with the environment are affected by previous
experiences. As each person discriminates and interprets information, their attitudes
and basic sensitivities towards all conditions of life are modified in some way. An
individual’s point of view and capacity to view thoughts and actions in relation to a
larger framework are directly impacted by their daily experiences.
The link between perception and understanding human behavior is complex. As
stated, previous experiences and expectations may shape perception. With this in mind,
it is important to consider that teachers’ perceptions and behavior are directly
influenced by the interaction of their experiences and expectations within schools.
Murray (1947) suggests that the desires and emotions of teachers directly influence
what is and is not given attention. In turn, the school environment can alter teachers’
perceptions of daily occurrences and impact their behavior.
Murray (1947) used the term press to describe the potential impact of the current
environment on the affect or behavior of an individual. Specifically, alpha press
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represents the observed elements in the environment that influence the well-being or
behavior of an individual. Beta press represents the perceived impact of the
environment by an individual. Beta press suggests the possibility that teachers may
encounter the same environmental conditions in a school but their perception and
behavioral reaction toward these conditions may be different. This could be due to past
learning experiences or simply different interpretation of the immediate stimuli within a
particular classroom or school. Learning, then, may be seen as a change of behavior on
the individual level. School conditions, then, may be altered to positively or negatively
change the perceptions and subsequent behaviors of teachers.
Massachusetts Comprehensive Assessment System (MCAS)- According to the
Massachusetts’ Department of Education web site (Massachusetts Department of
Education, 2001), the “MCAS was implemented in response to the Education Reform
Law of 1993, which required MCAS be designed to test all public school students
across the Commonwealth...”. Specifically, students in grades 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, and 10
are to be evaluated on how well they meet the learning standards in the curriculum
frameworks. The curriculum frameworks, then, are guidelines to what students should
learn in each subject for each grade. These standards were set to prepare students for
future education and work. Further, the curriculum frameworks are intended to help
educators in local schools identify weaknesses and strengths in curriculum and
instruction (Swift, 2001).
Now, to receive a high school diploma, tenth grade students are required to pass
the MCAS tests in English and mathematics. The scores on these tests are a powerful
indicator used to determine the effectiveness of local schools and the learning of

6

students (Sinclair & Ghory, 1997). The reasonableness of using one test to determine
how well students are learning continues to be debated. As well, the effectiveness of
high-stakes testing programs as a means of improving schools and strengthening
teaching and learning is being scrutinized by researchers and educational reformers
across the country (Barksdale-Ladd & Thomas, 2000; Beck, 1997; Berliner& Biddle,
1995; Brown, 1990; Goodlad, 1997; Heubert & Hauser (Eds.), 1999; Jones & Maloy,
1996; Kohn, 2001; Popham, 2001; Sarason, 1990; Sinclair & Ghory (Eds.), 1997;
Smith, 1991).

Significance of the Study
There are three major reasons why the present study is significant. First, this
study is important, because it adds useful information to the theory of school change.
Teachers provide leadership in schools and the classroom to help students learn well
(Goodlad, 1997; Sinclair & Ghory, 1997). In Massachusetts, the MCAS test is a major
part of the standards based reform approach that influences the daily lives of elementary
school teachers. The teachers, for example, prepare students to pass the MCAS test.
Further, the pressures of MCAS testing may alter the internal social and cultural
structure of the school (Blase, 1987; Popham, 2001). Data collected from the present
study give insight into whether teachers are prepared to change particular aspects of
curriculum and instruction in order to ensure students’ success on a single standardized
test. Also, data resulting from the present study encourages dialogue and decisions
about the practice of utilizing one standardized test to measure all important learning
taught in the classroom.
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This study is also valuable because it provides administrators with practical
information to be successful leaders for increasing student learning. Under a rational
for school reform, MCAS testing is mandated to improve student learning and teachers
are expected to implement decisions central to the standards based reform strategy. At
the same time, teachers are expected to establish and maintain learning conditions that
accept and respect all students as worthwhile members of the learning environment
(Kohn, 1996). The current study may foster serious questions about the usefulness of
high stakes standardized testing to help teachers create and maintain a positive learning
environment for all students. The results of this study may also assist administrators to
increase their awareness of how teachers perceive standardized testing as a means for
improving teaching and learning. This is a further reason why the present study is
significant.
This study is important because it explores the possible links between
standardized testing and the role of public schools in a democracy. John Dewey (1916)
helped educators understand that public schools prepare young people for citizenship
and constructive participation in society. To him, this was possible when educators
provided students with opportunities to practice democratic behaviors. The schools,
then, were a workshop for democracy. Business leaders, state legislators, and members
of the Massachusetts State Board of Education agree with this desired end. Yet, this
noble calling goes begging if these leaders “criticize schools and then strip them of the
power to transform themselves” (Sinclair & Ghory, 1997, p.3). External mandates
resulting from MCAS testing may ignore the concerns of local educators who are
responsible for promoting learning and preparing students for participation in our
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democratic society. If MCAS testing is to become a meaningful part of school reform,
teachers must sense its usefulness for helping students learn well. This study is
significant because it provides vital data regarding the extent to which elementary
teachers prefer to continue or eliminate MCAS testing as a means for improving student
learning. As well, the study makes it possible to gain additional insight into why
elementary teachers support or resist MCAS testing for increasing student learning.
This study also encourages inquiry into the reality of how MCAS testing supports and
undermines the autonomy of local educators to ensure that all students learn well and all
schools meet their responsibilities in a democracy.

Delimitations of the Study
There are five delimitations of this study. First, the sample for this study is
limited to upper elementary school teachers to accomplish three goals. By selecting
third, fourth, and fifth grade elementary school teachers, a better understanding may be
gained on how MCAS influences their varied perceptions of school reality and
subsequent beliefs, behaviors, and cognitions while working with young students who
are developing attitudes toward continued learning (Rosenholtz, 1991).
Second, changes in the learning environment have a significant effect on young
students. Bloom (1964) would suggest that early instructional environments and
experiences in schools influence a student’s later interest and attitude towards learning.
Over time, a “student tends to develop an academic self-concept which reflects his
perception of his adequacy in the school learning tasks. Successful and unsuccessful
students develop very different academic self-concepts” (Bloom, 1976, p. 160).
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Therefore, the nature of high stakes testing can be detrimental young children,
particularly to low-performing students.
Finally, by choosing third, fourth, and fifth grade teachers, a comparison can be
made among fourth grade teachers, who work with students during the first complete
administration of MCAS, and those teachers working with students one grade below or
above. This allows data to be collected on teacher’s perceptions toward MCAS as
students move along the testing cycle.
Second, this study is limited purposefully to a specific stage of MCAS testing.
MCAS testing is now in a crucial stage. The preliminary step of introducing the actual
test to Massachusetts’ public schools is completed and starting in the 2002-2003 school
year, tenth grade students must pass the test in order to graduate from high school with
a diploma. One goal of this research, as suggested by Lewin, is to gain an accurate
*

description of a particular developmental stage of a growing phenomenon (Shaw &
Costanzo, 1970). Elementary school teachers face the demands of MCAS testing that
may impact their priorities toward improving teaching and learning. This study follows
Murray’s (1944) suggestion that research can be built around investigating a piece of
the present school environment or culture as it exists for particular individuals and
groups. By exploring teachers’ perceptions regarding the influence of MCAS testing on
the classroom environment, insights into aspects of the positive and negative press of
MCAS may be more accurate. It is appropriate and necessary, then, to conduct this
study of MCAS testing in its current stage
Third, this study includes only teachers’ perceived responses toward MCAS
testing. This intentional delimitation focuses the present study on why teachers feel that
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MCAS testing is a positive and/or negative influence on their efforts to improve student
learning. For example, the third, fourth, and fifth grade teachers in this study offer
insight into how they may best be supported through effective principal leadership. Due
to the demands of MCAS testing, teachers require adequate support from their
principals to improve learning at the local school level. Goodlad (1997) suggests that
externally determined school reform movements will not guarantee improved student
learning. He believes this occurs because teachers do not support principals’ efforts to
bring about organizational changes “unless they perceive connections with daily
instruction” (p. 133). Thus, it is appropriate to gather data that may promote initial
dialogue regarding the role of principals in supporting teachers faced with the demands
of MCAS testing.
Fourth, it was the intention of the researcher to use only two types of
instruments to collect data for this present study. The Teacher Perception Survey (TPS)
consists of 66 likert-scale statements. The Teacher Perception Interview (TPI) consists
of 4 separate interview questions. By using only two instruments, the type of data
collected may be considered limited. Still, access to elementary school teachers may be
difficult to gain due to time constraints and conflicting priorities. The instruments used
in this study allow for insightful data to be collected without interfering in the busy
schedules of teachers and principals. Additionally, the TPS is based on the concrete
concerns of educators and parents and formulated from prior research. In turn, it is an
effective tool to gather data from the elementary teachers in this study (Guba &
Lincoln, 1981). The TPI provides additional data to answer the research questions.
Teachers were offered the opportunity to respond to interview questions verbally or in

11

writing. Principals and teachers positive responses to the TPS and TPI suggest these
research instruments were not intrusive and were instead useful in gathering needed
data.
Finally, this study is purposefully limited in that the perceptions of teachers are
not confirmed by an outside observer. The participation of teachers from a random
sample of schools and the confirmed reliability of the Teacher Perception Survey offset
this limitation. Also, standard procedures were utilized when conducting all interviews
and administering the survey. Finally, the similarities between the data uncovered in
this study as compared to past research on the impact of standardized testing on
improving student learning offer additional confirmation regarding the validity of the
results.

Approach to the Study
This section details the sequence used to conduct the present study. This study
explores Massachusetts’ upper elementary teachers’ perceptions toward positive and
negative influences of a particular mandated, statewide assessment on the learning of
students. The sample population of teachers for this study consisted of 310 third,
fourth, and fifth grade teachers from 41 diverse Massachusetts’ public schools. A
random sample of schools is utilized to ensure that subgroups of teachers from across
Massachusetts are adequately represented (Gall, Borg, & Gall, 1996). In order to select
this sample of teachers, an initial inventory of all elementary schools that included third,
fourth, and fifth grades was generated by utilizing the Massachusetts Department of
Education school directory. Approximately thirty percent of schools with third, fourth.
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and fifth grades within each of the fourteen Massachusetts’ counties were selected
randomly. Those schools that were selected were placed on a separate sheet of paper
under their respective county. Initial and follow-up contact letters explaining the study
were sent directly to the principals of the 254 total elementary schools that were
randomly selected. A response card indicating third, fourth, and fifth grade teachers
preference to participate in the study was included in the contact letter. Overall, there
was a fifty-seven percent total return rate from both mailings. A final list of all 41
schools that were included in the study was generated. This represents approximately
sixteen percent of the total schools originally selected.
Specifically, this study utilizes Likert scale items and interview questions to
answer four major research questions about elementary teachers’ perceptions regarding
the usefulness of Massachusetts Comprehensive Assessment System (MCAS) for
improving student learning. The research questions were stated previously in the
purpose of the study. The Teacher Perception Survey (TPS) and the Teacher Perception
Interview (TPI) were utilized to gather data for answering the research questions.
The initial development of the Teacher Perception Survey occurred in four
stages. First, theoretical and practical research, previously used for the development of
major questions for this study, was read again. Second, an analysis of documents and
research regarding the concerns of educators, parents, students, and other interested
parties regarding MCAS testing was conducted. These first two steps provided a
thorough understanding of previous research and ensured that the problem to be studied
was credible and meaningful. Third, an initial draft of TPS items was formulated,
which could elicit teachers’ perceptions of the usefulness of MCAS for improving the
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learning of elementary students. Fourth, feedback regarding the content of the specific
survey items was gathered from experienced educators who were knowledgeable in the
development of research instrumentation.
Two separate groups were used to field test the Teacher Perception Survey.
First, five elementary teachers similar to the sample population were asked to complete
the survey and provide written and oral feedback on the content and readability of the
research instrument. Second, five graduate students were also asked to complete the
research instrument and provide written and oral feedback regarding the content and
readability of the research instrument. Changes to the content of survey items were also
made based on feedback from these two groups.
The Teacher Perception Interview is based on four interview questions
developed directly from the research questions for this study. In order to ensure this
instrument complemented the data being collected through the administration of the
Teacher Perception Survey, an analysis of Teacher Perception Interview by the
researcher and an educator versed in the development of research instruments was
conducted. In order to make the Teacher Perception Interview more efficient in
gathering needed data, the wording of two interview questions and the format of three
interview questions were changed. The TPI was then field tested with elementary
school teachers similar to the sample population.
The Teacher Perception Survey was directly administered by the researcher or a
trained associate to 62 percent of the participating teachers. Direct administration of the
TPS occurred in either a one-on-one or group situation before, during, or after school.
The other 38 percent of the participating teachers were sent the survey via mail or it was
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hand delivered to their school. The principal in these schools was responsible for
distributing and collecting the survey. In 16 schools, teachers completed the survey
instrument and then also responded to the Teacher Perception Interview. The
researcher read aloud each of the four interview questions and recorded teachers
responses. In some cases, teachers included written responses to the interview
questions. As in the case of the survey, teachers responded to interview items in oneon-one and group settings.
Quantitative data analysis was applied to the data collected from 310 teachers
that completed the Teacher Perception Survey. Data from each Teacher Perception
Survey was entered into a SPSS database. A dichotomous scoring profile (strongly
agree/agree and disagree/strongly disagree) was used to provide a key for interpreting
responses to survey items.
Qualitative data analysis was applied to the responses collected from Teacher
Perception Interview items administered to teachers in sixteen schools, which represents
slightly less than forty percent of the total schools. A constant comparative analysis
was utilized to code the data from interview questions. As the responses to interview
questions were reviewed, statements that expressed key and recurrent themes became a
category of focus. Ultimately, all data from the TPI items were placed into established
categories or used to create new categories. By using quantitative and qualitative data
analysis techniques, it is possible to generalize the results of this study to the sampled
teachers and in a tentative way to other similar populations of teachers facing demands
of externally mandated standardized tests.
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Closing
The present study is reported in five interrelated chapters. Chapter 1 introduced
the statement of the problem and the purpose of the study. Also, the definition of key
terms and the significance of the study were described. Further, delimitations of the
study were provided for the readers’ consideration. Finally, a brief review of the
research approach used in the study was presented. Chapter 2 centers on the review of
literature. This review is both empirical and theoretical in nature. The first section
defines the concept of perception and explains its usefulness in describing the
educational environment. The second section of this review provides an analysis of the
advantages and disadvantages of standardized testing for encouraging effective teaching
and meaningful learning. The third section discusses the importance of local school
decision making and its importance to improved teaching and learning in schools.
Chapter 3 details the research procedures used in this study. The selection of the
sample is described. The development and administration of instruments are discussed.
A specific rendering of procedures for data collection and analysis make up the
remainder of this chapter. Chapter 4 restates the four research questions and related
sub-questions. Data gathered to answer each research question that guided the study are
reported and analyzed. Chapter 5 summarizes the research. The major findings are
highlighted and implications for future research are stated. Also, the results from this
study are used to formulate recommendations for action by teachers, administrators,
Schools of Education, policy makers, and parents.
It is important to consider whether standards based reform, in tandem with high
stakes testing, is useful in strengthening teaching and improving learning. The review
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of literature that follows provides a conceptual framework for gaining additional insight
into the nature of this compelling issue.
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CHAPTER 2

REVIEW OF LITERATURE

Introduction
This chapter presents a conceptual framework that guides the current research
about teachers’ perceptions regarding the usefulness of MCAS testing for improving
student learning. The conceptual framework advances a sound rationale for this
systematic inquiry into teachers’ perceptions of standardized testing and local school
decision making for student learning.
Specifically, the review of literature consists of three major sections. First, the
concept of perception is defined. Theoretical contributions that suggest perceptions
may influence the future thoughts and actions of teachers seeking to help students learn
are also considered. The use of perceptions as a means for describing the educational
environment teachers encounter due to MCAS testing is explained. This section of the
review, then, provides conceptual reasons for utilizing teacher perceptions as a means
for exploring the research questions that give direction to this study.
Second, a brief review of the origin of standardized testing is provided. The
influence of our federal and state governments in supporting standardized testing as a
means for improving student learning is explored. Finally, an analysis of the
advantages and disadvantages of standardized testing for strengthening teaching and
increasing learning is offered for the readers’ consideration. This reasoning is useful in
providing a solid base for pursuing the purpose of the study.
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Third, the importance of local school decision making for improving curriculum
and instruction and learning in schools is advanced. The major message here is that
understanding why educators in local settings should make important decisions
regarding how to best improve student learning is crucial to the importance of the
present study.

Perceptions as a Means for Describing the Educational Environment
Teachers’ perceptions may be used to describe what is experienced in the
educational environment. In order to support such a premise, the meaning of perception
is defined. Next, theoretical contributions that suggest perceptions may impact future
thoughts and actions of teachers to help children improve their learning are provided.
Finally, the use of perceptions to describe the school environment that public
elementary school teachers face because of the demands of MCAS testing is clarified.

Definition of Perception
Perception may be best understood when biological and environmental
conditions are considered. According to Bootzin, Bower, Zanjonc, and Hall (1986),
perception is defined “as an organism’s conscious awareness and categorization of
objects and events in the environment, brought about by stimulation of the organism’s
sense organs” (p. 137). Due to the subjective nature of the term awareness, this basic
definition can be expanded. Perception, then, “refers to the entire process by which
external stimuli influence whatever thoughts and behavior of the organism immediately
follow those stimuli” (p.137).
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Expectations also play a key role in an individual’s perceptions. Expectations
are shaped by past experiences and are used by individuals to make sense of a particular
context or environment. Subsequently, “expectations and previous experience
constantly interact to influence our perception of all sensory events..(Bootzin,
Bower, Zajonc, & Hall, 1986).

Theoretical Contributions: Perception and Behavior
Theoretical contributions regarding perception and behavior are helpful in
understanding why the perceptions of teachers may impact their future thoughts and
actions in the school environment. Several theorists suggest that perception influences
an individual’s behavior within the environment. Lewin’s field theory also contributes
to the usefulness of utilizing perceptions as a means for defining behavior.
Piaget (1959) considers perception to be the bridge between instinctive and
learned behavior or intelligence. The initial connection between these factors is based
mostly on the biological processes within an individual. In turn, perception is initially
influenced primarily by hereditary structures. As time passes, perception becomes more
important in the cognitive structures of an individual. The interaction between an
organism and the environment becomes more complicated (p. 49).
Piaget (1959) acknowledges the impact of early stages of intelligence and
perception on the later structures of reflective knowledge. As individuals mature, the
inherent differences and analogies between perception and intelligence make it
extremely difficult to see where one of these concepts ends and the other begins.
Perception is the knowledge an individual has “of objects or of their movements by
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direct and immediate contact” (p.53). It involves both the act of focusing on a
particular object and the simultaneous physical process of combining separate objects
into a whole entity. Intelligence is more decentralized than perception. It encompasses
“a much larger number of facts reached by variable and flexible paths” (p.76). Still,
intelligence can not be described without defining its relationship to perception; logical
thought “extends the scope of action by internalizing it” (p.34).
Dewey (1957) suggests that knowledge does not originate from the senses but
from habits and impulses. Ideas do not develop spontaneously. Instead, the individual
utilizes what is hereditary and learns by taking in what is encountered from the
environment. To him, knowledge was “both synthetic and analytic; a set of
discriminated elements connected by relations” (p. 173). Knowledge is not simply an
understanding of facts. Instead, knowledge entails using past experiences to master
current conditions.
Dewey (1938) believes that individuals are inherently shaped by every
experience and that all future interactions with the environment are affected by previous
experiences. As each person discriminates and interprets information, their attitudes
and basic sensitivities towards all conditions of life are modified in some way. An
individual’s point of view and capacity to view thoughts and actions in relation to a
larger framework are directly impacted by their daily experiences.
Murray (1947) considers needs or emotions play a crucial role in what a person
pays attention to and have great influence over perception and the interpretation of
external events. These needs or emotions change the sensory and cognitive processes of
an individual. Behavior is seen as a constantly changing process within an organism
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and the environment. Murray also discusses the fact that interpretations of current
situations are defined in terms of situations in the past. Unconscious and conscious
perceptions from past experiences are quite influential in conditioning the present and
future responses of individuals within stimulus situations.
Murray (1947) further defines perception as having two distinct characteristics.
Extraceptive perception relates to the sensory input involved while encountering
objective tangible objects and outward behavior. Intraceptive perception is far more
selective. It relates to the processing and interpretation of sentiments, symbolic
meanings, and others’ feelings and motives. In both cases, perception relates to the
concept of apperception or the interpretation of external occurrences. Both extraceptive
and intraceptive perception are related to action taken by an individual. Extraceptive
action “is aimed at the achievement of tangible results” and intraceptive action “is the
outcome of personal feelings, ‘hunches’, valuations, (and) enthusiasm” (p.215).
Ultimately, perception and related interpretations based on past memories, current
needs, and connections are not fixed. This is due to the numerous internal and external
forces that are constantly modifying an individual’s perceptions. Current thoughts and
experiences are considered best to formulate an explanation of the present (p.284).
Lewin’s Field Theory (1935) suggests that individual psychological processes
are best understood in relation to the environment in which they take place. Therefore,
it is important to characterize the whole environment or situation prior to examining
specific elements and relationships between such elements. To him, the immediate
relations of the individual can be viewed in relation to other functional systems in order
to get a gestalt or whole picture of behavior. By doing so, persons, objects, or events
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can be grouped according to their similarities, and changes can be interpreted based on
those psychological forces from outside a specified system or environment. Lewin
believes behavior is best analyzed in terms of immediate behavior within a specified
environment. To him, past history of an event was not evidence of its validity. A
situation is best described in relation to the subjective viewpoint of person whose
behavior is being observed (Shaw & Constanzo, 1970).
Lewin (1936) posits that the psychological life space or situation of an
individual is influenced by the make up of the temporary and permanent social and
physical conditions surrounding her. A change in these temporary or permanent
conditions can result in an alteration of a person’s perceptual processes. The cognitive
structure of an individual’s life space and subsequent goals or course of action is
affected by changes in perceptions. Lewin believes that perceptual processes that relate
to a person’s attempt to overcome physical and social barriers to meet strong needs are
considered the highest degree of reality.
Lewin (1935) suggests that “forces of the outer psychological environment”
could be either positive or negative in steering an individual toward particular
perceptions and behaviors (p. 49). Depending on the integral nature or make-up of the
force and its strength, the process of control over an individual could be continuous or
in smaller action steps and lead to changes in the course of perceptions and behavior.
To him, tension had an inherent connection to changes in perceptions and subsequent
behavior. Therefore, it was crucial to assess the life space or coexisting events that
stimulate perceptions and behavior. By doing so, an individual’s present psychological
reality as an incorporated member into a group could be described (Lewin, 1935).
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Teachers’ Perceptions and the Educational Environment
Teachers’ perceptions toward an educational environment may be directly
influenced by the interaction of their experiences and expectations within schools.
Piaget believes perception becomes more influential on the cognitive structures as an
individual gets older. If this is the case, teachers’ perceptions of their work place
intermingle with their everyday thought patterns. The positive and negative perceptions
of the school environment make a difference in their attitudes and actions in the
classroom. Dewey suggests that an individual’s understanding of their immediate
environment is impacted by past experiences and current environmental conditions.
Subsequently, elementary teachers’ interpretation of the educational environment is
directly influenced by their perceptions of past interactions and current supportive or
stressful factors within the workplace. Murray (1938) would go further in suggesting
that the desires and emotions of teachers directly influence what is and is not given
attention. In turn, the school environment can alter their interpretation of daily
interactions with other educators and students. Field theory would suggest that
teachers’ perceptions within schools are also influenced by multiple factors beyond the
immediate scope of the classroom.
Perception may be seen as powerful force in shaping the behavior of individual
teachers. By exploring the perceptions of teachers, one may pinpoint the impact of the
school environment on the every day workings of educators in local public schools.
Perception, then, may be used to define the educational environment as it exists for
individual teachers who face the demands of MCAS testing. A closer analysis of
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standardized testing provides valuable insight regarding its influence on teachers’
perceptions and behaviors.

The Advantages and Disadvantages of Standardized Testing
The use of standardized testing in public schools to assess student learning is a
long standing and established practice. A brief review regarding the origin of
standardized testing in public schools is provided. Also, the current role of our federal
and state governments in promoting standardized testing as a means forjudging
students’ academic progress is examined. Last, the advantages and disadvantages of
standardized testing for strengthening teaching and improving learning within public
schools are discussed.

The Origin of Standardized Testing in Public Schools
Prior to the 1980s, two factors influenced the implementation of standardized
testing to judge the performance of teaching and learning in local public schools. In the
late 1960s and early 1970s, our public schools were accused in the media of allowing
high school students who could not read or write to graduate. Politicians and the
business community advocated for minimum competency tests that would determine if
students possessed basic academic skills. In turn, state lawmakers mandated through
law the administration of minimum competency tests at specific grade levels. At this
point, the administration of the basic competency exams was usually handed over to
state Departments of Education. The Department of Education then hired external test
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developers such as CTB-McGraw Hill to develop the exams to be administered to
students (Popham, 2001).
Another catalyst for the standardized testing movement was the federal
government. The enactment of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965
was the first major federal law that included large amounts of funding to local public
schools. Safeguards that included program evaluation through the use of standardized
testing were put in place. Over time, educators and policy makers supported the use of
standardized testing to evaluate and validate the success of all types of educational
programs (Popham, 2001). It is from these two developments that the foundation of
standardized testing during the 1980’s and current times originated.

Standardized Testing: Federal and State Influence and Policies
During the 1980s, the current stance of the federal government on school reform
was grounded in the A Nation At Risk report written by the National Commission on
Excellence in Education. This report suggested American students were not excelling
academically compared to other international students. The motivation and talent of
American educators were cited as a key source of such a weakness (Berliner & Biddle,
1995). Federal policy makers were not satisfied with the slow pace of school reform
and in the process, became anxious to find immediate solutions to long-standing
problems impeding student learning. One response was the call for common and high
academic standards for all students. It was also suggested that the success of public
school students and those educators helping them learn could be assessed best through
analyzing results on standardized tests (Berliner & Biddle 1995; First, 1992).
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It is interesting to note that A Nation At Risk was published after “relatively
high unemployment (particularly among youth), declining productivity, and dwindling
capital investment by U.S. industry” (Spring, 1998, p. 102). A lack of capital
investment caused productivity in U.S. industry to decrease. Members of the business
community and politicians placed the responsibility of such events on public schools.
This is an example of one instance when the political and economic systems joined their
agendas together and made public schools a scapegoat for declining economic
productivity.
Federal government influence on learning and teaching in public schools
continued through the Reagan, Bush, and Clinton presidencies and our current
administration. Ronald Reagan’s Secretary of Education, William Bennett, pursued a
conservative educational agenda that viewed teachers’ unions as a major source of the
problem related to public schools’ inadequacy. George Bush, Sr., in his education
reform package, supported the creation of model schools, parental choice, and Goals
2000, which were national educational goals. Bill Clinton made Goals 2000 a reality
and advocated for national standards and testing to ensure United States’ economic
development (Heubert & Hauser, 1999; Spring, 1998). Recently, President Bush
worked diligently to help pass the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001. This bill
emphasized increased funding for poor school districts and demanded more
standardized testing in math and reading for students in grades 3 through 8 at the state
level (U. S. Department of Education, 2002).
The Tenth Amendment places the power to establish and monitor an educational
system in the hands of the states. Each state differs in the amount of control it places on
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the inner workings of public schools. At the least, minimum curriculum, school
financial, teacher certification, and graduation requirements are included in state law
(Allison, 1995). With the shift of education costs being placed on the state and raised
concerns over student achievement, state legislatures and boards of education became
powerful political forces in educational decision making and more vested in the success
of public schools. In particular, state legislatures were seen as viable political force to
counter demands from teacher unions, taxpayers’ associations, and business groups
(Jarolimek, 1981). The business community also demanded higher standards and better
teachers to ensure the United States’ continued dominance in the world economy. State
legislators and governors accepted the rational that improved learning in public schools
would assist the economy of their state and responded to the demands of the business
community by centralizing educational decision making at the highest level of state
government.
During the 1980s, state governors became particularly involved in the politics of
education. Educational reform was a popular topic used by governors to increase their
popularity. Two governors that led the school reform movement at the state level, Bill
Clinton and Richard Riley, went on to be President of the United States and Secretary of
Education respectively (Allison, 1995). This is an example of state governors utilizing
the politics of education to connect themselves to voters. Loveless (1994) suggests that
when state government leaders use education as a political tool that the true audience,
school personnel and students, are removed from any discussion regarding school
reform. Following the critical reaction to A Nation At Risk, a majority of states
instituted assessment systems to monitor student learning and determine minimum
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student competency in basic subjects. The results of standardized testing were used to
determine grade promotion and high school graduation. States controlled local school
systems by stating poor results would lead to mandated improvement goals or a
complete take over of failing school systems (Spring, 1998).
Certain individuals and groups at the federal and state level support the
standardized testing movement for strengthening teaching and improving learning in
local public schools. The external pressures by these individuals and groups on public
schools may or may not influence internal changes that are conducive to productive
school reform efforts. It is helpful, then, to analyze the arguments relating to the
positive and negative impacts of standardized testing on teaching and learning.

The Advantages of Standardized Testing
The advantages of standardized testing may be drawn from two sources. Policy
makers, educators, and the business community suggest standardized testing is a means
for improving the learning of students in public schools. Empirical research also
highlights the positive advantages of standardized testing on strengthening teaching and
increasing learning.
Policy makers, educators, and the business community offer benefits for the use
of standardized testing in public schools. Standardized testing is an efficient and
inexpensive means to demonstrate increases in student learning. It provides a rational
means for making important educational placement and promotion decisions.
Standardized testing results can also be used to hold accountable those learning and
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working in public schools. Finally, standardized testing indicates those public schools
in need of assistance due to low student performance.
Policy makers and the testing industry suggest that standardized testing is the
most efficient and inexpensive means for quantifying the quality of education with local
public schools. In their examination of testing programs for Minnesota, Texas, and
New York, Natriello and Pallas (1998) suggest that state policy makers are often under
considerable pressure to demonstrate to taxpayers the quality of education in public
schools. By linking test scores to receiving a high school diploma, a simplified means
to judging teaching and learning in our public schools is available. Ultimately, “testing
of student outcomes offers a more favorable ration of information gathered to expenses
incurred than most other supervision strategies” (p.4)
Due to the fact 390 million dollars were spent on state testing over a five year
period, it is understandable that the testing industry supports such premises (Metcalf,
2002). CTB/McGraw-Hill, a major test developer for public schools, states that test
results can play a major role in determining public perception about the quality of
education within our public schools (CTB/McGraw Hill, 2002). The Association for
Test Publishers (2002) even goes so far as to speak out against performance
assessments. Due to the fact each student or school performance is not judged and
compared to others, performance assessments are deemed unsatisfactory as compared to
standardized tests. The testing industry considers standardized tests to be the most
efficient, valid, reliable, and fair way to demonstrate increased student learning.
Standardized testing also provides a rational means for making important
student decisions related to tracking, graduation, and promotion. Herman (1992)
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suggests that federal and state policies reflect continued acceptance that standardized
testing is key to school improvement. This is because testing results “provide feedback
on instructional strengths and weaknesses and prescriptions for action at all levels of the
educational system” (p. 6). According to the National Research Council (1999), federal
and state policies support the use of standardized assessments to make instructional
decisions. Test results are used to place students in appropriate instructional groups and
provide eligibility guidelines for special federal and state educational programs.
Standardized test results are also utilized to certify “individual students as having
attained specified levels of achievement or mastery” (p. 37). This scenario rewards
students with passing test scores grade-to-grade promotions and high school diplomas.
Standardized testing is seen as an ideal manner in which to hold schools
accountable for the performance of teachers and the learning of students. The Council
of Chief State School Officers, which is a national nonprofit organization composed of
elementary and secondary education public officials, advocate for high standards that
are applied to all students. Rigorous assessments are seen as the ideal means to measure
student progress and hold schools and educators responsible for the quality of
standards-based learning. (Council of Chief State School Officers, 2002).
An additional premise to this argument is that students must be capable of
demonstrating mastery in basic skills so as to succeed in the workforce. David Driscoll,
Commissioner of Education in Massachusetts, suggests that early education reform
efforts within the state were met with skepticism from the business community. This
was partially due to the fact over one half of the 1.1 million individuals in the
Massachusetts’ work force who lacked basic English and Math skills were high-school
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graduates (Public Broadcasting System, 2002a). The business community was calling
for a comprehensive approach to improving schools that included accountability
measures. High-stakes standardized tests were seen as a useful tool for performing this
task.
The above sentiment was echoed at the third National Education Summit in
1999, which consisted of the nation’s governors working with business executives to
develop national goals for improving public school education. During this summit, the
use of testing and reporting of scores to the general public were deemed an acceptable
means for holding schools accountable for students’ progress in meeting state standards
(Public Broadcasting System, 2002b). Driscoll (Public Broadcasting System, 2002a)
mirrors the feelings of many within the business and policy making community by
stating “we can’t just trust the locals anymore, or trust the schools. We just can’t”.
Driscoll continues by suggesting test scores should be used not only to assess student
progress but also to hold school districts and their leaders, including school board
members, accountable for poor test results (Associated Press, 2002).
Standardized testing provides visible results to identify failing schools. In a
presentation on student motivation during the The Council of Chief State School
Officers’ (CCSSO) Summer Institute (1999), Dr. John Bishop discussed his research
findings comparing states and schools with high stakes testing in the 1980’s and early
1990’s. Bishop presented information from case studies of ten New York schools
required to take the Regents Examination. Data revealed that at risk students in low
performing schools were provided more tutoring and attention after the testing

32

requirement was put in place. In these cases, low performing schools in need of extra
resources and support were identified.
It is interesting to note that the testing industry also promotes standardized
testing as a helpful way to identify failing students and schools. Harcourt Educational
Measurement (2001) states that commercially published standardized tests provide
teachers more important information about individual pupils than classroom
assessments alone. Specifically, comparisons can be made between a student’s progress
to that of similar peers across the state and country. Harcourt continues by suggesting
that long-term educational planning and short-term strategies to address a student’s
specific academic needs can be ascertained by comparing the results on standardized
tests. This argument for standardized testing can be summarized in the text published
by the Office of Civil Rights (OCR) in Washington, D.C.. OCR states that large-scale
standardized tests that are valid, reliable, and educationally appropriate “can help
indicate inequalities in the kinds of educational opportunities students are receiving,
and, in turn, may stimulate efforts to ensure that all students have equal opportunity to
achieve high standards” (OCR, 2000).
The positive aspects of standardized testing for increasing student learning
discovered from empirical research can be described in multiple themes. Local schools
align what is taught in the classroom with established state standards. Also, basic skills
in reading, writing, and mathematics are emphasized, and schools use the test results to
build school improvement plans. Finally, specific strengths and weaknesses in student
learning can be identified.
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Standardized testing may ensure that local schools align their curriculum with
state standards. In Kentucky, professional development and the use of state curriculum
materials in the classroom are correlated with their standardized test, the Kentucky
Results Information System (KIRIS), (Stecher, Barron, Kaganoff, & Goodwin, 1998).
In general, schools in Washington State have made modest changes to align curriculum
content and instructional strategies in mathematics and writing to correspond with their
goals of educational reform (Stecher, Barron, Chun, & Ross, 2000). One school
district in Minnesota responded to the demands of their school reform efforts, which
included the Minnesota Basic Standards Test (MBST), to bring about “greater curricular
coherence in the system” (Schleisman, 1999, p. 11). The National Education Goals
Panel (NEGP), an advocacy group established in 1990 by then President Bush,
congress, and state governors to monitor educational improvement, reports that 39
states have aligned one or more subject with standards based assessments that are
administered to gauge student learning (NEGP, 1999).
Emphasis on increasing basic skills in writing and mathematics has occurred due
to the influence of standardized testing. In Kentucky, students in low performing
schools have improved their writing skills through portfolio assignments. Also,
teachers in these schools appear to be more positive about the writing program itself
(Stecher et al., 1998). More importantly, standardized testing can move beyond
addressing one or two subjects to developing holistic program and school improvement
plans. One Minnesota school district utilized the results of standardized testing to
develop district and school strategies for making decisions and accomplishing goals
related to students’ academic competencies (Schleisman, 1999).

34

Standardized testing provides educators a means for identifying strengths and
weaknesses in student learning. A study conducted in Randolph County, West Virginia
indicated that elementary school teachers believed standardized testing could
adequately gauge a student’s academic growth and skill level at a particular grade.
Further, this information could be used to plan future curriculum (Sinkule, 1996). The
advantage of such an approach is that curriculum could be designed to assist students
most in need. Specifically, important data could be gained to identify at risk students.
Schleisman (1999) determined that educators in one Minnesota district were excited
most about this fact of their high stakes testing program. Special attention was provided
to these students in the hopes of increasing their basic skills. The study continues by
suggesting that the MBST was a catalyst in forcing this school to address student
remediation needs.

The Negative Impact of Standardized Testing
As more states implement high stakes exams, calls for eliminating standardized
testing as the sole means forjudging the performance of schools, educators, and
students have increased. The negative connotations attached to standardized testing
emerge from two sources. Educators, policy makers, and advocacy groups suggest
standardized testing is an inherently invalid and unfair means to judge academic
performance. Empirical research also suggests several detrimental themes that coincide
with the use of standardized tests to judge the work of educators and the learning of
students within public schools.
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The negative factors attached to standardized testing by educators, policy
makers, and advocacy groups are due to several reasons. The consequences of using
standardized testing as a tool to control and define the inner workings of public schools
are considered extremely harmful to successful school improvement efforts. The
influence of economic interests on policy decisions regarding standardized testing is
near sighted. Finally, the validity and reliability of standardized tests are questioned.
Due to the emphasis on higher academic standards and accountability by the
general public, CEOs, and policy makers, the use of high stakes testing has gained
momentum. Such practices exist even though there is overwhelming evidence on the
“troubling and costly effects of our growing dependence on large-scale mental testing to
assess the quality of schools” (Sacks, 1999, p. xi). Alfie Kohn (2001) suggests the
trade-offs for utilizing standardized testing as a means for enforcing tougher standards
and holding public schools accountable are of great concern. He posits that mandated
high stakes standardized tests are squeezing out valuable time for other important
learning. High-quality electives and focused discussions on current events are
becoming secondary to raising test scores at any cost.
According to Jones and Maloy (1996), multiple perspectives exist regarding the
true purposes of public schools to meet the current and future needs of our society.
Subsequently, those groups and individuals with stakes in sustaining their elite status
within our capitalist, economic system are one major factor in determining the learning
activities with our public schools. During the end of the twentieth century, concerns
were developing over the United States’ ability to maintain their status as the primary
leader in economic affairs in relation to other foreign countries. United States corporate
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executives seeking to maintain their profit margins became critics of the United States’
work force and its ability to compete on an international scale with other countries
(Mickelson, 1996) In turn, calls for increased training and better schooling occurred.
Stephen Metcalf (2002) believes the current Bush administration has pushed for more
testing as a means to satisfy demands of the business community. Specifically, the
business constituency claims that standardized testing will ensure the market demand
for low-end laborers with basic academic skills is satisfied.
Some critics suggest that immediate needs of the United States’ work force were
not the main concern of business owners and the economic elite. Instead, irrational
fears based on greed and self-interest pushed business leaders and the wealthy class to
attack and blame other parts of the system for negative changes within the economic
sector. The most obvious scapegoat for such a problem became public schools. Public
schools were an easy target to label as the culprit for declining United States’ influence
in the global economy (Berliner & Biddle, 1995).
Berliner and Biddle (1995) suggest that business leaders complain that
American schools do not adequately train students with enough technical skills for
current and future jobs. The result is that American competitiveness is deemed lacking,
and business leaders claim “our industrial productivity is falling behind productivity
elsewhere, that our workers are lazy, and that schools are to blame for this supposed
state of affairs” (p. 92).
Two points may be considered to examine such claims more closely. First, if
one accepts such a premise, then the main purpose of public schooling as seen by
economic leaders is to “accommodate the needs of the economy” (Westbrook, 1996,
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p. 132). Second, conflict theorists’ suggestion that capitalism and wage labor would
permanently place a predetermined role on schooling seems plausible. Subsequently,
different classes would be trained to lead and work within our society (Westbrook,
1996; Jones & Maloy, 1996). Complications arise when public schooling is seen solely
as a means of producing human capital to sustain our influence within the global
economic system. When this occurs, business interests can be one of the most powerful
political forces in determining educational policy. Ultimately, business groups sought
and supported increased academic standards, high stakes testing, and school choice or
vouchers as means to produce efficient workers. The unfortunate consequence of such
efforts was that characteristics and interests of individual learners were not being
considered (Allison, 1995).
Standardized tests are not seen as a valid and reliable means to judge the
learning of students and the efforts of educators in public schools. Questions regarding
the validity of a test occur when it is used for a purpose that goes against the original
intent. For example, the Accountability, Basics, and Control Plan test administered in
North Carolina was originally developed to judge the progress of schools. The content
validity of the exam was considered so as to include items on the test that reflected what
was taught in schools. Ultimately, test results were used not to make decisions
regarding school wide progress but individual students (Sacks, 1999). The American
Educational Research Association (2000) stresses that tests that are valid for one use
may be inherently invalid for other applications. It is important that standardized
testing programs and individual tests that are used for divergent means such as school
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evaluation, increasing student motivation or curricular improvements be analyzed
closely to ensure their validity.
Questions regarding the reliability of standardized tests are also prevalent. FanTest (2002) suggests test scores can vary day to day due to an individual’s emotional
state and the testing conditions. For example, scores of young children on test sub¬
sections are far less reliable than those of adults. Further, the reliability of raw scores
may not be adequate when discussing the accuracy of percentiles, and the mean score of
schools may not be reliable if subgroup scores are also utilized in decisions made about
schools (AERA, 2000).
By exploring past empirical research, the negative effects of standardized testing
on strengthening teaching and improving learning may be suggested. High stakes
standardized testing may not be conducive to developing meaningful curriculum within
public schools. Testing of this sort results in misplaced pressures on teachers and
principals. The negative consequences of high stakes testing on student learning
outweigh any positive contributions that may occur. Increased student learning may not
be as a result of standardized testing, and test results are not used consistently to
improve teaching and learning. Finally, standardized testing unfairly punishes minority
and special education students.
Research indicates that high stakes testing can negatively impact the curriculum
taught in public schools. Smith (1991) suggests the goal of raising test scores resulted
in greater teacher emphasis on test preparation and actually teaching to the test. In
Missouri, teachers adjusted lesson plans, eliminated teaching strategies such as free
reading time and creative activities, and narrowed their curriculum to accommodate
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those skills measured by the Missouri Mastery Achievement Test (Crowell, 1993).
Teachers from Illinois, Tennessee, and New York perceived their state-mandated testing
programs resulted in increased pressure to raise test scores and an overemphasis on
basic skill instruction (Brown, 1990). In the case of Tennessee, government and
Department of Education officials are major supporters of the high stakes mentality that
leads to such changes in curriculum. This is in direct contrast to a large majority of
teachers, principals, and superintendents that do not support Tennessee’s Value Added
Assessment System test (Young, 1996).
Corbett and Wilson (1991) suggest that the high stakes nature of tests makes any
academic benchmarks almost impossible to meet and can create unwanted frustration
for educators. The researchers compared the state tests of Pennsylvania and Maryland.
In Pennsylvania, there existed a non-traditional performance based assessment and
minimum competency tests in mathematics and reading not linked to graduation.
Maryland’s students had to pass their minimum competency test in four subjects in
order to graduate. Corbett and Wilson suggested that compared to Pennsylvania
teachers those in Maryland “were under greater stress, had more paperwork, and
experienced decreased reliance on their professional judgment” (p. 91).
Teachers are placed under considerable pressure to increase test scores as proof
that students are learning. More constraint is placed on educators when results from
high stakes testing are printed in local newspapers. Teachers can feel embarrassed
when their school has low scores (Smith, 1991; Jones et al, 1999). To complicate
matters, teachers have concerns about the impact of standardized testing on their
students. A random survey of 1,200 teachers from the United States indicated that
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standardized tests make it more difficult to teach skills students will need in the twentyfirst century. For instance, a mathematics curriculum that stresses only basic skills and
eliminates problem solving and reasoning has potential negative consequences for
students (Chambers, 1993). It is interesting to note that a study completed by Howe and
Thames (1996) suggests that Mississippi reading teachers perceive the move from
traditional norm-reference testing to non-traditional, performance-based assessment
enabled a conceptual design of testing that supported positive change in classroom
instruction and assessment.
O’Sullivan (1989) suggests that the teachers in her study “identified
substantially more negative effects versus positive effects of testing on students” (p.3).
It is of concern when student placement and retention decisions are based on the results
of standardized tests whose validity is in question (Marso & Pigge, 1992; O’Sullivan,
1989). To offset such concerns, Indiana educators wanted to use a wide range of
assessment tools to judge teaching and learning in the classrooms (Beck, 1997). Also,
principals’ and teachers’ focus on test preparation interrupts normal instruction in the
classroom (Shepard & Dougherty, 1991; Crowell, 1993, Barksdale-Ladd & Thomas,
2000). Finally, students’ are exposed to unethical testing practices to raise test scores
such as the rephrasing of test questions and blatant cheating (Shepard & Dougherty,
1991; Haladyna, 1991; & Hoflfinan et al, 2001).
The claim of a positive link between the implementation of standardized testing
programs and improved student learning is questioned for several reasons. A study by
Howard (1998) confirms that teachers believe instructional changes were more of a
result of principal behavior than North Carolina’s Accountability, Basics, and Control
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Plan. As well. North Carolina teachers perceive socioeconomic status reflects test
scores better than their teaching (Chambers, 1993). Also, the link between the use of
test results and increased student learning are questioned. Marso and Pigge (1992)
indicate that schools in their study “do not have well organized practices and well
articulated efforts designed to facilitate the use of the results from standardized testing”
(p. 21). Consequently, teachers in the same study perceived the uses of standardized
testing were not directly related to instructional activities. Finally, Robert Linn (2002)
of the National Center for Research on Evaluation, Standards, and Student Testing
(CRESST) suggests that “research has continually shown that increases in scores on
newly implemented tests reflect factors other than increased student achievement” (p.
3). Often, the increases in student test scores are a result of teachers teaching to the test
*

or the continued use of old test forms.
Another negative trend of standardized testing is its impact on the learning of
minority and special education students. Natriello and Pallas (1998) report that more
than one fifth of African-American and Hispanic senior high school students did not
receive a passing score on the exit-level Texas Assessment of Academic Skills (TAAS)
test and were denied a high school diploma. A report by members of American Youth
Policy Forum (2001) suggests that the TAAS reduces the quality of education in
schools that serve Latinos. Principals’ jobs are tied to test results and subsequently,
subject material not tested is ignored. Further, teachers often question the validity of
the standardized tests and worry that certain segments of the population are doomed to
fail on standardized exams. Hoffman, Assaf, and Paris (2001) posit that a majority of
classroom teachers, curriculum supervisors, reading specialists, and other educational
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leaders from their survey believe that the TAAS is not a valid measure for minority
students and ESL speakers in Texas. Another stinging rebuttal to the impact of
standardized testing on the increased learning of minorities is that Hispanic and African
American students are three to four times more likely to be retained than White students
due to testing results (APYF, 2001; Ascher, 1990). The Northwest Regional
Educational Laboratory (2001) suggests that those minority students who are allowed to
move to the next grade are systematically tracked or grouped due to the results from
standardized tests. In turn, poor and minority students are underrepresented in college
preparatory classes and are not provided the proper guidance or information about post¬
secondary educational opportunities.
Popham (2001) suggests that the cultural bias of standardized testing also
unfairly impacts minority students. The test-taking disadvantages of second language
learners is clear when one considers that standardized test items are often geared toward
students whose primary language is English. Also, some minority students do not
“encounter the kinds of books, newspapers, and magazines that often form the basis of
test items on standardized achievement tests” (p. 57).
Special education students also encounter negative consequences when
standardized tests are used to make educational decisions regarding placement and
promotion. Heubert and Hauser (1999) revisit past work of the National Research
Council in suggesting that biases occur when comparisons are made between test scores
of students with and without disabilities. The disabilities of individuals influence test
scores in ways not related to the intended construct-irrelevant variance built into the
test. Even with accommodations, students with disabilities may be provided with too
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little or too much correction that distorts test scores and undermines validity. Teresa
Dais (1993) sums up the sentiment of many researchers when suggesting that students
with disabilities are unfairly punished due to educational placements and predictions of
future academic success based on the inconsistent and inaccurate nature of standardized
assessment practices.
State mandated testing has many difficult hurdles to clear before being deemed
adequate to judge the quality of teaching and learning in public schools. Standardized
testing has multiple harmful effects that include narrowing the curriculum, misplaced
pressure on teachers and principals to increase test scores on a single test, and serving as
an impediment to the life-long learning of minority and special education students.
These are reasons for treating the results of standardized testing with care. Possibly the
*

harmful effects of this approach to testing can be softened by local school decisions that
are based on accurate information about the individual differences of students.

The Importance of Local School Decision Making
The third section discusses the importance of local school decision making and
its connection to improved teaching and learning in schools. Two additional insights on
the multiple external demands placed on the internal conditions of public schools are
provided. Field theory and its relationship to school change are discussed. The
influence of our economic, social, and political systems on public schools is reviewed.
Finally, additional perspectives regarding the importance of local school decision
making to increase student learning are explored.
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Field Theory: Education and Schooling
A field theoretical orientation would suggest that a school is a part of and
impacted by all systems of the community. Further, field theory would support the
premise that various systems such as political, religious, economic, and education
institutions are interconnected and in turn influence each other. Each system (political,
religious, economic, education, etc) has its own groups of people and institutions that
are concerned with meeting their immediate objectives. Over time each of these
systems produces ideas, feelings, and attitudes that make up a network of community
expectations for the other systems. “The behavior of each is influenced by its
understanding of the expectations they all have for each other” (Thelen, 1960, p. 56).
For example, a school’s attitude and activities toward and about religion are influenced
by the expectations of the community’s religious system. A school, unlike most other
agencies, is a “part of all systems of the community: economic, educational, civic, etc.
This means that some part of everything it does is likely to be influenced by one or
more such systems.” (Thelen, 1960, p. 57).
Thelen (1960) supports the premise that a change in one part of the community
system will equate with changes in all other parts. When individuals or groups in the
economic, political, and social systems are not accomplishing predetermined goals, they
may take the offensive and seek to force changes in schools as an explanation for thenpoor performance. In the process, these individuals and groups seeking reform may
treat all schools the same and place pressures on educators that do not acknowledge
group dynamics and its influence on perception and behavior within schools.
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External Systems and Internal Changes
The economic, social, and political systems within our country continue to face
numerous challenges. Field theory suggests our economic, social, and political systems
may influence internal conditions of public schools. These external systems may act in
a manner that supports or opposes educators’ efforts to increase the learning of students
in our public schools.
Questions may be raised concerning the effectiveness of the economic systems
in our society to produce school reform measures that lead to increased student learning.
Numerous scholars discuss the consequences of having public schools fulfill private,
economic interests in place of public purposes. John Goodlad (1997) suggests that
schools become impersonal and systematized and have difficulty fulfilling their mission
of supporting education and democracy. Robert Westbrook (1996) posits that during
the twentieth century schooling has been equated with producing “human capital into its
final destination in the hierarchies of the undemocratic world of modem work” (p. 135).
Amy Guttman (2000) challenges the belief that the market model of schooling can
produce optimal educational outcomes. Instead, a market driven system threatens an
education that supports the future participation of all children and youth as citizens in
our democratic society. It is crucial, then, to consider the future consequences of
correlating schooling only with producing individuals to compete within our capitalist
economy.
Formalizing the role of public schools to produce winners and losers in our
global economy cannot solve the complexities of our education system. Business
leaders stress the need for future workers who can be successful at work and transfer
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such productivity to equitable conditions of learning and living. Yet, businesses attempt
to push through their agenda without supporting all public schools financially through
adequate tax payments (Spring, 1998). Inadequate funding is a difficult situation for
public schools that in turn may recreate the inequalities of everyday life (Allison, 1995).
It is difficult to determine if the social conflicts over public schools can lead to
effective school reform. Democracy demands that all voices be heard and that an equal
exchange of ideas be possible. Challenges exist to ensure that educators, parents, and
local community members are provided the opportunity and autonomy to assess their
current practices and resources, define priorities for learning, and implement solutions
to resolve learning problems (Sinclair & Ghory, 1997). Unfortunately, the social
agenda of many powerful interest groups are closely associated and derived from our
co-existing political and economic systems. Such a scenario suggests that the public
school curriculum will continue to be narrowed and ideas restricted in the classroom
(Spring, 1998).
Sarason (1996) suggests that The Rand Studies conducted by Berman and
McLaughlin during the 1970s are a prime example of how difficult it is for federal
government initiatives to change the culture of public schools. In fact, he claims the
“scope and intensiveness of their studies and the consistency of the findings have to be
given the most serious attention and respect” (p. 71). In their research, Berman and
McLaughlin (1979) explored the impact of federal education policies on improving the
effectiveness of local schools to increase student learning. Their findings suggest that
the characteristics of local educational innovations in almost 300 school systems do not
equate with academic success or failure. The researchers state quite boldly that the
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demands placed upon and resources provided to a school district matter far less than
what the district chooses to do internally. School change is often superficial due to
numerous difficulties such as a lack of staff commitment or inappropriate adaptive and
support strategies to sustain the new operations. The unfortunate consequence is that
the “educational processes that affect student learning” are not altered (p. 1). Also, the
adoption of external pressures by a school neither impacts nor replaces the current
organizational patterns within local schools. In turn, existing organizational conditions
are maintained, and schools are still incapable of producing long-lasting change to
improve the current modes of teaching and learning.
Berman and McLaughlin (1979) conclude by stating that change within these
educational environments is most likely with careful consideration of how the
traditional characteristics and culture of each school facilitates or impedes change. All
individuals impacted by external mandates to change must be identified and involved in
the process of improving learning and strengthening teaching. Finally, local school
efforts do need the support of external government or funding agencies to sustain
adequate resources for a successful project.
These findings place long-term school reform efforts in a precarious position.
Local school districts must be involved in determining the goals and objective of
change, but they are still dependent on outside funding sources to maintain their efforts
(Sarason, 1996). Ultimately, school districts that “institutionalize its change processes”
and develop “a self-renewing capability” are capable of adapting to external and
internal demands in a way that strengthens its ability to provide a promising education
for all students (Berman & McLaughlin, 1979, p. 12).
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Local School Decision Making
Schools are under considerable external pressure to strengthen teaching and
improve student learning. Unfortunately, our economic, social, and political systems
have not always offered meaningful support in which to make these happen. Four
additional arguments support the importance of local school decision making for
helping all students learn well. The role of public schools in our democratic society is
based on the premise that local decision making is crucial to strengthening teaching and
improving student learning. Local school decision making can ensure that the unique
nature of public schools is considered. Local schools may be most capable of
identifying those problems impeding student learning. Finally, those conditions that are
more likely to lead to increased student learning can be promoted and supported by
educators in local schools. By gaining a better understanding of these four topics, it
becomes evident that local school decision making is an ideal approach to implementing
successful school reform efforts.
Local decision making is based on the underlying role of public schools in our
democratic society. The United States Constitution does not mention any specific
responsibility for the federal government in the establishment or running of public
schools. Each state is responsible for this task, and local school boards of education are
assigned the duty of monitoring school instruction (Sinclair & Ghory, 1997). Inherent
to this responsibility is the preservation of those democratic ideals in which our society
was established. By incorporating and developing educational aims, methods, values,
and experiences which build on the tenets of democracy, it is possible for public schools
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to become a model for how common interests can to lead to true intellectual and
emotional growth for the betterment of individuals and society (Dewey, 1916).
This type of learning model is often non-existent in today’s educational climate.
Local public schools are faced with external demands when deciding what kind of
curriculum and instruction reform measures should be implemented to improve student
learning. It is important that reform measures in local public schools incorporate
democratic practices. The research of Louis and Smith (1990) posits that teachers’
perceived satisfaction and performance are positively influenced by “genuine
opportunities to make decisions about how to organize and carry out their work” (p.35).
McLaughlin (1993) suggests that classroom instructional practices and teachers’
attitudes toward their work environment are not preconditioned. Instead, these critical
4

aspects of improving learning emerge through teachers’ interactions with the
psychological, physical, and social norms that exist within the school environment.
Teachers must be allowed to “construct a sense of practice, of professional efficacy, and
of professional community” within their workplace (p. 99). The development and
nurturing of such a democratic environment is critical to successful teaching and
improved learning.
The unique nature of each learning environment demands that local schools be
allowed to make decisions regarding how to best improve student learning. Public
schools are responsible for educating all children within our growing, diverse society.
Such a scenario demands that “educators understand the student as a unique person with
assets as well as limitations” and that each learning environment is “a complex of
intellectual, social, and physical conditions that might favor or restrict the learning
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opportunities for this individual” (Sinclair & Ghory, 1997, p. 7). Goodlad (1997)
supports such a premise by stating that schools and classrooms within the United States
are unique ecosystems, which “differ widely in their symbiotics,” (p. 106). He suggests
three aspects of individuality that question attempts to utilize uniform, external
objectives to improve the learning in our public schools. There are developmental
differences among same-aged students. Also, students at the elementary level enter
school demonstrating different modes of learning. Finally, there exist individual
differences in life styles, goals, and interests (Goodlad, 1999). Those external calls for
reform that are not in equilibrium with the specific culture of the school may be a
source of dissonance and discontent for educators and students (Goodlad, 1997,
Sarason, 1971).
Local schools are adept at identifying those problems impeding student learning.
Each school has a unique learning culture. Subsequently, those closest to the learners
will be capable of setting priorities for improving student learning (Sinclair & Ghory,
1997). Tyler (1969) states quite clearly that teachers must participate in the
development of school-wide curriculum programs. The aims of a school are best met
when this occurs. Tyler continues by suggesting that an entire staff may choose to work
together as a whole or in committees to select learning objectives for their school.
Within this framework, the staff develops a philosophy of education and the type of
learning experiences students will have in the classroom. At times, only particular
aspects of the curriculum may be improved. In both instances, staff concerns, identified
problems impacting learning, and data from previous teaching and learning activities
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play a crucial role in determining a small number of goals and related objectives to be
accomplished.
It is through such efforts that schools can begin to promote and support those
conditions that are effective for increasing student learning. Tyler’s work with the
National Coalition for Equality in Learning (NCEL) provides an ideal example of such
conditions. Specifically, Tyler participated in a coalition of 90 diverse elementary and
secondary schools in eleven locations across the United States in which educators,
parents, and members worked together to “identify problems and pursue solutions” that
could result in “more students reach(ing) higher levels of learning” (Tyler, 1998, p. 11).
Subsequently, six conditions observed in these and other educational settings that
promote effective learning in local schools were identified by Tyler. These six
conditions were motivation, confidence, a clear idea of what is to be learned, a plan for
sequential learning, appraisal and feedback, and transfer. Students who are motivated
to learn will put forth the effort required to learn complex behaviors. Confidence leads
students to know “they can learn what schools are teaching” (Tyler, 1998, p.5). By
having a clear idea of what is to be learned, students can develop their understanding of
a particular subject or lesson. A plan for sequential learning recognizes that students
learn at different rates and offers academic objectives that meet the individual needs of
students. Appraisal and feedback offer students input on whether they have learned a
specific skill and/or their progress in doing so. Transfer is the final condition for
effective learning. Students should be able to learn in classrooms that promote the
application of what is taught to the real world. Tyler suggests that “these six conditions
are important in stimulating, guiding, and rewarding the desired learning of all students
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but they are especially important to keep in mind in working with marginal students”
(Tyler, 1998, p.9).
Each school and those working and learning in it are unique. In turn,
educational objectives, modes of instruction, and learning conditions may be developed
locally based on the particular needs of students in a school environment. After this
point, public schools are ready to reach out for support from “individuals and agencies
formally unrelated to schools but formally involved with and responsible” for those
social problems that manifest themselves in schools (Sarason, 1990, p. 36). In this way,
schools can focus on those problems impacting learning that are within their realm of
expertise. Local community members and groups can provide the assistance required to
ensure that children and youth come to school prepared to learn (Sarason, 1990,
Goodlad, 1997).

Closing
This review of literature suggests that perception is the process by which
external stimuli influence the thoughts and behavior of an individual. Piaget, Dewey,
Murray, and Lewin provide understanding to why perceptions may impact the future
thoughts and behaviors of teachers to help improve the learning of students.
Perceptions are useful, the review explains, in describing the school environment that
teachers’ encounter due to MCAS testing.
In the late 1960s and early 1970s, standardized testing originated as a means for
judging the success of public schools and for helping students learn. Federal and state
governments now promote standardized testing as a proven way to hold educators and
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students accountable for academic success. Advantages of standardized testing in
public schools include its efficiency to document increases in student learning, ability to
hold educators and students accountable, and usefulness for helping teachers align their
curriculum with state learning standards. Disadvantages of standardized testing include
its questionable use for promotion and graduation, misplaced pressure on educators, and
negative impact on strengthening teaching and increasing learning
The review of literature also shows that external economic, political, and social
pressures are often ineffective in making meaningful changes to the learning conditions
of local public schools. Instead, school reform efforts may be more lasting when based
on the knowledge, skills, and priorities of those who are closest to children and know
most about their academic and personal strengths and weaknesses. Decision making in
local settings allows for the unique strengths and needs of young people to be addressed
in meaningful ways. This review of literature, then, offers a solid foundation for
exploring the complexities of teachers’ perceptions regarding the usefulness of
standardized testing for increasing student learning. The next chapter details the
research procedures utilized to gather data on this important topic.
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CHAPTER 3

DESIGN OF THE STUDY

Introduction
This chapter describes the research design used to accomplish the purpose of
this study. General aspects of the design that include the origin of the research
questions, selection of the sample, development of the research instrument, data
collection, and data analysis are described. Also, specific aspects of the design that
include steps taken to obtain necessary data to answer each research question guiding
the study are detailed.

General Aspects of the Design
The origin of the research questions, selection of the sample, development of the
research instruments, and data collection and analysis procedures are presented.

Origin of Research Questions
The four major research questions and complementing sub-questions that guide
this study are:
Research Question 1: To what extent do upper elementary teachers perceive the
MCAS test inclusive of important learning being taught in their classroom?
Sub-questions:
• To what extent are MCAS test questions consistent with what elementary teachers
think should to be taught in their classrooms?
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• To what extent do elementary teachers consider the learning that is tested by MCAS
to be crucial to a student’s future success in school and society?
• What kind of important learning do elementary teachers think the MCAS neglects to
assess?
Research Question 2: To what extent do upper elementary teachers think
MCAS testing contributes to improvements in student learning?
Sub-questions:
• To what extent do elementary teachers consider MCAS testing is a positive
influence on students’ attitudes toward learning?
• To what extent do elementary teachers consider MCAS testing is the primary reason
students reach their full academic potential?
• To what extent do elementary teachers consider MCAS test results are used to
improve student learning?
Research Question 3: What do upper elementary teachers report to be the
positive and negative impacts of MCAS testing on curriculum and instruction?
Sub-questions:
• What do elementary teachers report is the positive impact of MCAS testing on
improving curriculum?
• What do elementary teachers report is the negative impact of MCAS testing on
improving curriculum?
• What do elementary teachers report is the positive impact of MCAS testing on
improving instruction?
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• What do elementary teachers report is the negative impact of MCAS testing on
improving instruction?
Research Question 4: Why do upper elementary teachers prefer to continue or
eliminate MCAS testing as a means for improving student learning?
Sub-questions:
• Why do elementary teachers prefer to continue with MCAS testing as a means for
improving student learning?
• Why do elementary teachers prefer to eliminate MCAS testing as a means
for improving student learning?
The development of these research questions occurred in multiple steps.
Theoretical and practical research describing the advantages and disadvantages of
standardized testing and its connection to teacher decision making for curriculum and
instruction were examined. Next, research questions were generated from this review
that when answered could contribute to understanding the positive and negative press
on teachers who are making ongoing decisions regarding how best to improve student
learning. For example, Popham (2001) details the positive and negative aspects of
standardized testing for strengthening teaching and helping students learn. Inferences,
then, were made that led to a draft research question about how teachers perceive the
Massachusetts Comprehensive Assessment System (MCAS) impacts curriculum and
instruction. This type of approach was used to develop other draft research questions.
From this pool of possible research question, four were selected to guide this study.
These four questions were deemed most helpful in collecting meaningful and credible
data about teachers’ perceptions of MCAS testing. The research questions were then
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examined for themes and redundancy by the researcher and a judge who had expertise
in curriculum and the influence of teachers’ perceptions on the conditions for increasing
learning. Five graduate students also provided feedback on these four research
questions. Three of these graduate students were studying educational research and the
other two were from the fields of Political Science and Natural Resource Conservation.
These five individuals looked first at the content and word choice of all four questions.
This was done so that the questions could be understood by someone with knowledge
on standardized testing and curriculum and also someone with an interest or a
background in education. The graduate students were also asked to comment on the
interrelationship of the questions and if each question gave direction to the collection of
teachers’ perceptions regarding the influence of MCAS testing for improving student
learning. The five reviewers provided positive feedback on all of these attributes. Four
major research questions, then, were selected to guide this study.
In order to develop sub-questions which provide specifications for data to be
collected, the researcher began by listing several main points of evidence needed to
answer each major question. Inferences were drawn from these points of evidence
regarding the content of sub-questions needed to gather necessary data. Then, an initial
draft of sub-questions was formulated based on these points of evidence. For example,
the terms “student attitudes” and “positive influence” were placed under research
question 2. Then, a sub-question concerning teachers’ perception of the influence of
MCAS testing on students’ attitudes toward learning was written. Data collected from
this sub-question was considered helpful in answering research question two. Similar
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steps were taken for developing sub-questions to answer the other three research
questions.
To ensure the sub-questions were logically related to the research questions and
would provide needed data to answer the major questions, additional steps were taken.
Each sub-question was written separately on a 3 by 5 index card. The index cards were
placed in a box. The four major research questions were written on separate sheets of
chart paper and placed on a table. During different times, three of the five graduate
students previously mentioned were asked to pick out a sub-question and place it under
a corresponding major question. These three individuals were chosen because of their
knowledge of MCAS testing and experience in the field of education. If a sub-question
was placed under the wrong major question more than once, a discussion occurred
between the researcher and the graduate students. Two individuals asked for
clarification regarding sub-question 2 under question 1. In particular, both were unsure
how a student’s future success in school and society related to the major question. The
researcher suggested if the MCAS test assesses important learning taught in the
classroom then that learning should be key to students’ future success in and out of the
classroom. Once this input was provided, they agreed with the placement of the sub¬
question under research question one.

Selection of the Sample
The sample population for this study consists of third, fourth, and fifth grade
teachers working in diverse Massachusetts’ public schools. By utilizing teachers from
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randomly selected public schools, the participants in this study better represent the total
population of upper elementary teachers across the Commonwealth.
In order to generate a list of random schools in which to select this sample of
teachers, nine steps were taken. First, an initial inventory of all elementary schools that
included third, fourth, and fifth grades was generated by utilizing the Massachusetts
Department of Education school directory. This directory divides all Massachusetts’
public schools by county. Approximately 836 schools contained all three grades.
Second, each school within a county that contained third, fourth, and fifth grades was
given a number. The first school within a particular county that had third, fourth, and
fifth grades was marked as number one, the second school was marked as number two,
and so forth. Third, a random list of numbers was gathered from the CRC Handbook of
Tables for Probability and Statistics (Bever. 1966). Fourth, approximately thirty
percent of schools with third, fourth, and fifth grades within each of the fourteen
Massachusetts’ counties were selected randomly. This was done by picking a random
starting point within the list of numbers. From this point, random numbers that
corresponded with the numbers placed by the schools in each county were chosen. This
continued until approximately thirty percent of a county’s schools with third, fourth,
and fifth grades were selected. Fifth, these schools were placed on a separate sheet of
paper under their respective county. Sixth, contact information that included the
principal’s name, school name, and school address were noted for future reference.
Seventh, an initial contact letter (see Appendix A) explaining the study was sent directly
to the principals of the 254 total elementary schools that were randomly selected. A
response card (see Appendix B) indicating third, fourth, and fifth grade teachers
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preference to participate in the study was included in the contact letter. Principals could
also return the response card with a request for information about the research study.
A total of thirty-seven response cards indicating a school’s preference to
participate in the study were gathered from the initial contact letter. Of this total, three
principals requested and were provided more information via the telephone about the
study prior to agreeing to participate, and one principal had agreed to participate but
also wanted more information. A total of twenty response cards were received
indicating a school’s preference to not participate in the study. Eighth, in order to
increase the return rate, a follow-up letter (see Appendix C) was sent to those principals
that had not returned the response cards. A total of 19 principals from the second
mailing agreed to participate in the study. Of this total, three principals requested and
received additional information about the research study prior to participating and two
agreed to participate in the study but also wanted additional information. A total of
forty-eight response cards from the second mailing were returned indicating a school’s
preference not to participate in the study.
Fifteen principals that originally sent back a response card indicating their
preference to participate were not included in the research study. After being contacted
during the second stage of follow-up procedures, four principals said time constraints
would not allow for teachers to be involved in the study. Eleven principals did not
respond to the researcher’s repeated follow-up contacts via the telephone and electronic
mail. Also, there were a total of 19 response cards from both mailings that indicated a
need for follow-up information but these schools chose not participate or did not
respond to follow-up contacts via the telephone, mail, and electronic mail. Overall,
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there was a fifty-seven percent total return rate from both mailings. The ninth step
consisted of formalizing contact information of all 41 participating schools. The final
list of 41 schools represents approximately sixteen percent of the total random sample
of selected schools.
Listed below are six indicators for differentiating among all 41 schools. This
information is important because it clarifies the diversity in the sample of public schools
participating in the study. The schools are labeled by their respective county, location
in urban, suburban, or rural communities, and total number of all third, fourth, and fifth
grade students served during the 2002-2003 school year. Schools from 12 of 14
Massachusetts’ counties are represented in this research. The location codes, adapted
from the National Center for Educational Statistics, are based on the school’s mailing
address relative to the immediate populous (See Appendix D for the development of the
location codes). Eight of the total schools are coded as urban, 20 are coded as
suburban, and 13 are coded as rural. The total number of third, fourth, and fifth graders
in a particular school range from 22 to 564 students. These three indicators show that
the schools come from various counties across the state, are located in different types of
communities, and serve different numbers of third, fourth, and fifth grade students.
Next, schools are identified by the percentage of Department of Education Chapter 70
funding provided in the 2002-2003 school year. Four ranges of funding are utilized to
indicate the level of financial support a school receives from the state. These criteria
are based on bilingual, special education, and low-income student enrollments and local
economic indicators including general tax revenues, property valuation, and the average
annual wage for all jobs in the immediate labor market. Schools serving diverse student
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populations and located in communities with different economic characteristics are
represented in this study. Schools are also coded according to their Massachusetts’
Department of Education Cycle II ratings for English language arts’ (ELA) and
Mathematics’ MCAS test scores. Cycle II ratings for English language arts and
Mathematics are student proficiency targets that schools or districts must meet in
accordance with the testing guidelines set forth in the No Child Left Behind Act.
Schools that scored very high to very low on these targets are part of this study. No
English language arts or Mathematics Cycle II score was provided for two schools.
These schools had a student population that was too small and therefore were not given
Cycle II ratings. Appendix E displays more information on this diverse sample of
schools from across the state.
The sample of 310 teachers for this study came from the 41 randomly selected
schools described above. Principals in these 41 schools were the initial contact for
gathering prospective third, fourth, and fifth grade teachers willing to share their
perceptions toward the influence of MCAS testing for improving student learning. The
grade level taught and the total years of teaching experience are listed below to show
that teachers differ in grades taught and experience.

Development of Research Instruments
The Teacher Perception Survey (TPS), which includes 66 likert scale items, and the
Teacher Perception Interview (TPI), which consists of four interview questions, were
developed to gather data for answering the research questions that guide this study. The
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Table 1. Diversity of School Sample

School

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23

County/
Location
Worcester/
Rural
Plymouth/
Suburban
Bristol/
Rural
Middlesex/
Suburban
Berkshire/
Rural
Franklin/
Rural
Worcester/
Suburban
Plymouth/
Rural
Berkshire/
Suburban
Essex/
Suburban
Middlesex/
Suburban
Plymouth/
Suburban
Worcester/
Rural
Franklin/
Rural
Essex/
Urban
Essex/
Urban
Essex/
Suburban
Bristol/
Suburban
Berkshire/
Rural
Middlesex/
Suburban
Hampshire/
Urban
Hampshire/
Urban
Bristol/
Urban

Total 3rd, 4th,
& 5th
Students
259

Funding %

Mathematics

50 to 74.9

English
Language
Arts
Moderate

152

25 to 49.9

Moderate

Moderate

233

50 to 74.9

High

Moderate

219

0 to 24.9

Very High

Very High

248

50 to 74.9

Moderate

Very Low

77

50 to 74.9

Moderate

Low

178

0 to 24.9

Very High

Moderate

526

50 to 74.9

Moderate

Low

69

50 to 74.9

Moderate

Low

178

0 to 24.9

Very High

High

189

0 to 24.9

High

Moderate

279

0 to 24.9

Very High

High

217

50 to 74.9

Moderate

Moderate

44

25 to 49.9

*

*

564

75 to 100

Low

Very Low

275

75 to 100

Moderate

Low

365

50 to 74.9

Moderate

Moderate

132

50 to 74.9

Very High

High

167

75 to 100

Low

Very Low

176

0 to 24.9

Very High

High

171

25 to 49.9

Moderate

Moderate

132

25 to 49.9

Moderate

Low

126

75 to 100

Low

Very Low

Low

Continued, next page
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Table 1, cont’d.:

School

24
25
26
27
28

A

29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41

County/
Location
Franklin/
Rural
Worcester/
Rural
Norfolk/
Suburban
Suffolk/
Suburban
Bristol/
Suburban
Hampshire/
Suburban
Hampden/
Urban
Hampden/
Urban
Norfolk/
Suburban
Norfolk/
Suburban
Essex/
Suburban
Worcester/
Rural
Franklin/
Rural
Hampden/
Suburban
Worcester/
Urban
Plymouth/
Suburban
Barnstable/
Rural
Middlesex/
Suburban

Total 3rd, 4th,
& 5th
Students
106

Funding %

Mathematics

50 to 74.9

English
Language
Arts
Moderate

111

50 to 74.9

High

High

183

0 to 24.9

High

High

228

50 to 74.9

High

Moderate

249

0 to 24.9

Very High

High

242

50 to 74.9

Moderate

Moderate

162

75 to 100

Moderate

Low

214

75 to 100

Very Low

Very Low

233

0 to 24.9

Very High

High

134

25 to 49.9

High

Moderate

132

0 to 24.9

Very High

High

176

25 to 49.9

Very High

High

22

50 to 74.9

*

*

272

25 to 49.9

Moderate

Low

122

50 to 74.9

Low

Very Low

314

50 to 74.9

Very High

High

195

0 to 24.9

Very High

High

164

0 to 24.9

Very High

Very High
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Low

Table 2. Diversity of Teacher Sample- Grade Level
Grade Level
Third

# of Teachers
96

31.0

Fourth

83

26.8

Fifth

90

29.0

Third and Fourth

2

.6

Fourth and Fifth

4

1.3

Third, Fourth, & Fifth

8

2.6

283

91.3

27

8.7

310

100.0

Total
Missing*
TOTAL
*

% of Sample

Denotes number of teachers that did not respond to survey item
requesting information about grade level taught.

Table 3. Diversity of Sample Teachers- Total Years Teaching
Total Years Teaching

# of Teachers

% of Sample

0 to 2 years

19

6.1

3 to 5 years

45

14.5

6 to 8 years

32

10.3

9 to 11 years

24

7.7

12 to 14 years

24

7.7

15 to 17 years

12

3.9

18 or more years

127

41.0

Total

283

91.3

27

8.7

310

100.0

Missing*
TOTAL

* Denotes number of teachers that did not respond to survey item
requesting information about years of teaching.
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development of each instrument is described separately. Data collection and analysis
procedures are also included.

Teacher Perception Survey
The initial development of the Teacher Perception Survey is described. The use
of Effective Learning Condition variables to answer research question two is explained.
Steps taken to field test the Teacher Perception Survey are presented. A final
♦

description of the survey is provided. Data collection and analysis procedures for this
instrument are also explained.

Initial Development of the Teacher Perception Survey
The initial development of the Teacher Perception Survey occurred in four steps.
The first step involved rereading the theoretical and practical research previously used
for the development of major questions for this study. The references from several of
these sources provided additional research to be reviewed. Next, an analysis of
documents and research regarding the concerns of educators, parents, students, and
other interested parties regarding MCAS testing was conducted. These materials were
collected from university libraries, the Massachusetts Department of Education web
site, fellow colleagues, and required reading in courses previously taken by the
researcher. These first two steps provided a thorough understanding of previous
research methodologies regarding standardized testing and student learning and ensured
that the survey items to be developed would collect meaningful and credible data.
Then, an initial draft of Likert scale items that could provide data to answer the research
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sub-questions was formulated. It is important to note that Popham’s (2001) assertions
regarding standardized testing were utilized as a resource to generate eight survey
items. Thirteen Likert scale items were also generated from the Massachusetts’
Department of Education web-site that describes the rationale for MCAS testing.
Finally, feedback regarding the content of the specific survey items was
gathered from the five graduate students who gave previous input on this research. The
graduate students were first provided additional information to read regarding the
development of survey items for research instruments. Then, the statement of problem,
purpose of study, definitions of terms, and the significance, delimitations, and the
design of the study were given to these five individuals. This was done to ensure
adequate background knowledge of the research to be conducted. After reading about
these aspects of the study, each graduate student received a copy of the Teacher
Perception Survey. These individuals were asked to provide written and oral feedback
on the readability and content of the TPS directions and items. This feedback was used
to make initial changes to this research instrument. For example, the sample question
on the first page now includes an item more directly related to the research. Also, two
TPS items were rewritten after the graduate students suggested both appeared to be
similar in wording.

Effective Learning Condition Variables
A set of six Effective Learning Condition variables were created based on
Tyler’s (1998) findings regarding classroom conditions that may lead to effective
student learning. This section describes the development of definitions for the Effective
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Learning Condition variables and the selection of Teacher Perception Survey items to
collect teacher perceptions regarding the presence or absence of the six variables in the
classroom.
Definitions of the Effective Learning Condition Variables. While Ralph Tyler
was a visiting scholar at the University of Massachusetts-Amherst in the early 1990s, an
important part of his work was dedicated to assisting educators that participated in the
National Coalition for Equality in Learning with their efforts to improve student
learning. This coalition lasted five years and consisted of 90 demographically diverse
elementary and secondary schools from across the country that joined together to “help
all children of all families realize their personal and academic promise” (Sinclair &
Ghory, p. x, 1997). To help students who were having difficulty succeeding in school,
Tyler suggested six conditions that may lead to effective learning. These six conditions
are motivation, confidence, a clear idea of what is to be learned, a plan for sequential
learning, appraisal and feedback, and transfer. These six conditions for effective
learning were “identified from years of experience and experiment” (Tyler, 1998, p. 1).
These six conditions provided a basis for developing the Effective Learning
Condition variables. These variables were developed in four stages. The initial step
involved reading Tyler’s Conditions for Effective Learning (1998). Next, the six
Effective Learning Condition variables were labeled as motivation, confidence,
purpose, sequential, feedback, and transfer. This was done so that single descriptors
would be used for all the variables. Then, the substance of Tyler’s descriptions of the
six conditions was reviewed and an initial draft of the six Effective Learning Condition
variables was developed that could be more easily understood in the context of this
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research. For example, the original definition of motivation discussed how parents,
peers, and other role models may encourage students to do what is acceptable in and out
of the classroom. The new definition now includes how the school environment should
motivate teachers to improve their instruction and adapt the curriculum in a way that
inspires students to work together in their learning. Another example was the changes
made to the original definition of transfer. It now includes the importance of using
proper assessments to identify future learning needs of students and assist parents
seeking to help their children learn well. These types of adaptations were made to the
other four definitions.
Finally, feedback from seven elementary teachers who would also participate in
the field testing of the Teacher Perception Survey was utilized to make to changes to the
definitions of the variables. These teachers, who are similar to the sample population,
were chosen to review the readability of the definitions and if the content of the
definitions explain classroom conditions that may lead to the effective learning.
Teachers were provided a copy of the definitions and asked to make suggested
comments. If more than two teachers recommended a change in a definition, then
necessary modifications occurred. Two changes were made. Teachers thought that a
sentence in the definition of motivation was too negative. A more positive tone was
utilized instead. Also, in the definition of purpose, the word “captured” was removed
and instead the word “identify” was utilized. They suggested that this word choice
would correspond more closely with the concept of assessment.
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The six Effective Learning Condition Variables are defined below. These are
modifications of the descriptions put forth by Ralph Tyler. Each variable and its
corresponding definition are listed.
1. Motivation: Students do want to learn what is being taught in schools. Students
who are motivated to learn may get pleasure from and work together in their
learning. If this is the case, they will more likely demonstrate the required effort
to develop skills that are introduced in the classroom. The school environment
should motivate teachers to improve their instruction. When this occurs,
academic activities and subsequent assessments are utilized that foster positive
student attitudes toward learning. The development of creative curriculum may
further students’ efforts to think independently and work together in their
learning.
2. Confidence: Students must feel as if they can leam what schools are teaching.
They should look forward to participating in classroom activities and feel as if
academic success is a possibility. Confidence is increased when students are
challenged to leam well through learning objectives and instruction that are
developmentally appropriate. Assessments are utilized that offer all students a
chance to demonstrate they have learned what is taught in the classroom.
3. Purpose: Students should have a clear notion of what is to be learned. The
purpose of learning should be clear, and students should be included in this
process. Students’ academic needs should determine learning objectives.
Assessments should identify if important skills taught in the classroom are
learned by students. The purpose of learning should include high standards for
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all students, and teacher input should be utilized to achieve such an objective.
Attention is given to utilizing assessments that provide feedback on how well
educational decisions at the local level solve problems impacting learning.
4.

Sequential: Students should be exposed to sequential, step-by-step learning.
Learning objectives should consider that students have different levels of
background knowledge, skills, and experience and in turn progress at different
rates. The curriculum taught to students should be rigorous and include
activities that increase students’ critical thinking skills. The use of
memorization and test-taking preparation as a means to promote learning should
be minimized. Multiple types of assessments should guide decision making
about future learning objectives for all students.

5. Feedback: Students should be provided with appraisal and feedback for each
step in their process of learning a new behavior. Students who are learning a
new skill want feedback on their progress. Assessments should provide an
accurate measure of student learning and assist in the identification of students’
academic strengths and weaknesses. Multiple assessments provide a better
understanding of what students have and have not learned. Feedback can guide
teacher instruction and motivate teachers to work harder in the classroom.
6. Transfer: Students should learn behaviors that are important to their future
success in schools and society. Teachers should consider the curriculum taught
in school is crucial for later academic success and responsible citizenship. By
teaching skills that increase critical thinking, schools ensure students can learn
well in multiple situations. Effective schooling entails the use of proper
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assessments to identify those students who require remedial assistance. Parents
should gain a better understanding of their child’s learning through feedback
from assessments so as to help their children learn well.
Matching of Teacher Perception Items with Effective Learning Condition
Variables. The final step involved matching Teacher Perception Survey items with the
Learning Condition Variables. The Teacher Perception Survey consists of 66 survey
items. Eleven items were matched with each of the six Effective Learning Condition
variables. Each set of 11 items are used to gather data on teachers’ perceptions toward
the presence or absence of an Effective Learning Condition variable due to MCAS
testing.
The researcher initially placed 11 survey items under each of the six variables.
This matching was done according to what the researcher considered the most
appropriate fit for collecting necessary data. Then, all 66 survey items were written on
separate 3 by 5 note cards. The six variable definitions were placed on separate 3 by 5
note cards. A judge experienced in the development of research instruments then joined
the researcher in placing each survey item under an Effective Learning Condition
variable. The original list of survey items under each of the six variables was then
modified. Finally, the teachers who would participate in the field test of the Teacher
Perception Survey were provided six separate sheets of standard size paper. On each
paper, one of the Effective Learning Condition variables was listed and eleven
corresponding TPS items were placed under the definition. The researcher asked the
group of teachers to read one variable definition and the eleven survey items below
each. The teachers were then asked to comment on the appropriateness of placing
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specific items with a variable definition. This occurred with all six definitions. If more
than two teachers believed a survey item was misplaced, then it was moved to the
suggested variable. Eight items were moved; one from confidence to sequential, one
from purpose to transfer, one from purpose to sequential, one from sequential to
confidential, one from sequential to purpose, one from sequential to transfer, one from
transfer to sequential, and one from transfer to purpose. It is from these three steps that
the matching of Teacher Perception Survey items with corresponding Effective
Learning Condition variables occurred. (Please see Appendix F for the list of eleven
items under each variable).

Field Testing of the Teacher Perception Survey
Two separate groups were used to field test the Teacher Perception Survey. The
seven elementary teachers similar to the sample population were asked to complete the
TPS and provide written and oral feedback on the content and readability of the
research instrument. Five different graduate students taking course work in the field of
education were also asked to complete the survey and provide written and oral feedback
regarding the content and readability of the research instrument. Input from the group
of elementary school teachers led to two changes in the wording of the directions.
Feedback from the five graduate students resulted in three additional changes to the
directions. For example, two sentences in the directions were made more concise and
the likert scale responses were reordered so that strongly agree and agree were the
placed as first and second choices respectively.
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Changes to the content of Teacher Perception Survey items were also made
based on feedback from these two groups. The elementary school teachers suggested
changes in the wording of eight survey items. The graduate students suggested changes
in the wording of twelve survey items. For example, several survey items were
rewritten to eliminate negatively biased wording toward MC AS testing. The researcher
and a judge experienced in the development of research instruments utilized the
recommendations of both groups to make final changes to the TPS items.

Final Description of the Teacher Perception Survey
The Teacher Perception Survey consists of 66 likert scale items. For each
survey item, there are four possible responses: Strongly Disagree (SD), Disagree (D),
Agree (A), and Strongly Agree (SA). Teachers are asked to circle one response for
each item that best describes their perception regarding the usefulness of MCAS testing
for improving the learning of their students. The research instrument also collected
demographic information regarding the grade taught and number of years teaching of
each respondent. (See Appendix G for the Teacher Perception Survey).
Validity of the Teacher Perception Survey. Validity must be considered when
utilizing an instrument to collect data for a research study. The basic premise of
validity is that correct conclusions or inferences can be obtained by data collected from
a particular instrument (Fraenkel & Wallen, 1996). Content, construct, and face validity
will be discussed as it relates to the use of the Teacher Perception Survey as an adequate
instrument to measure teachers’ perceptions toward the usefulness of MCAS testing to
improve student learning.
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Content validity refers to the fact that the content or substance of this survey is
representative of the variables being considered. Content validity of the Teacher
Perception Survey was established by determining the relevance of the relationship
between the likert scale items and the measured research variables (Pace, 1967; Sinclair,
1968). The previous section on the development and field testing of this instrument
details how the survey items were validated to measure the Effective Learning
Condition variables. To establish additional content validity of survey items used to
answer all four major research questions, the three graduate students with knowledge of
MCAS testing and experience in the field of education were provided a list of TPS
items. A list of numbered sub-questions was also provided. The graduate students were
asked to read the first item on the Teacher Perception Survey. Next, they reviewed the
numbered sub-questions. The graduate students then wrote the number of the sub¬
question that related to a particular survey item. This occurred until all likert scale
items had a number placed next to it that corresponded to a sub-question. The
researcher and the graduate students then read through each survey item. Each graduate
student announced what numbered sub-question was placed next to a TPS item. If more
than one graduate student placed a number of a sub-question next to the wrong survey
item, a discussion ensued over what sub-question would be the most appropriate match
for an item. After the researcher provided a rationale for the placement of an item, only
two had to be switched from one sub-question to the other. (Please see Appendix H for
list of survey items placed under each sub-question).
Construct validity is another approach to determine the validity of the Teacher
Perception Survey. According to Sinclair (1968), “this type of validity is concerned
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with the degree of relationship between a defined construct or theory and measures of
other identifiable features” (p.48). The first piece of evidence to support construct
validity of the TPS is that research variables were derived from earlier theoretical and
empirical findings. The variables that represent the structure of the research instrument
also relate to the concerns and input of educators, researchers, and Massachusetts’
Department of Education personnel regarding the influence of MCAS testing on
increasing student learning.
The second type of evidence that supports the construct validity is the
relationship between Teacher Perception Survey and Teacher Perception Interview
(TPI) data. The interviews gathered data on teachers’ perceptions toward the positive
and negative impacts of MCAS testing on improving curriculum and instruction. It also
sought to determine teachers’ views regarding MCAS testing and its inclusiveness of
important learning being taught in the classroom. Finally, teachers provided their
preferences for keeping or eliminating MCAS testing as a means for improving student
learning. Data from the Teacher Perception Survey presented in Chapter IV correspond
with Teacher Perception Interview findings. Constructs, then, measured through the
administration of the TPS can be supported by TPI data.
To further verify construct validity, additional development of the Teacher
Perception Survey should occur. Cronback (1960) suggests that in order to establish
construct validity, an instrument must be refined over time. By doing so,
intercorrelations among research variables used to support the constructs measured by
this research instrument could be formulated (Ghory, 1978). Additional future
administrations of the Teacher Perception Survey would be helpful in conducting a
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factor analysis. This would involve a multivariate statistical technique used to
“investigate the hypothetical underlying factors” in this survey (Sadker, 1971).
As stated by Ghory (1978), face validity can be seen as a less rigorous means of
determining whether the Teacher Perception Survey is effective in sampling what it
purports to measure. Still, in order to ensure proper cooperation from teachers, it is
crucial they deem this instrument as a relevant and appropriate research instrument.
Overall positive reactions by elementary school teachers during the initial field test of
the TPS and subsequent administrations of it in forty-one public schools across the
Commonwealth provide conditional evidence of face validity.
Reliability of the Teacher Perception Survey. Reliability should also be
considered when utilizing a particular instrument in a research study. Reliability refers
to the error of measurement or consistency that exists in scores obtained from a research
instrument. (Gall, Borg, & Gall, 1996).
Internal consistency was used to estimate score reliability for individual items
on the Teacher Perception Survey. An analysis of scores gained from the single
administration of this instrument to the sample population of upper elementary teachers
provides an estimate of its internal consistency (Gall, Borg, & Gall, 1996). In order to
obtain the reliability of the TPS, two different methods were utilized. First, an alpha
coefficient or Cronbach alpha, was calculated. This type of coefficient is a general form
of the Kuder-Richardson 20 (KR-20) formula. The KR-20 is used for dichotomous
data. The data were recoded into a dichotomous format and responses were grouped
into two categories (strongly agree/agree and disagree/strongly disagree). The alpha
coefficient for this method was .8982. The second method involved utilizing the
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Spearman-Brown prophecy formula. In this case, the data is not broken down into a
dichotomous format. This is a split-half procedure that involves scoring the Teacher
Perception Survey in two halves and calculating a correlation coefficient for the two
sets of scores. The coefficient provides a degree in which both halves produce similar
results and in turn describes the internal consistency of the research instrument. The
correlation coefficient was .8939 utilizing the Spearman-Brown prophecy formula.
These two methods indicate that the Teacher Perception Survey does have internal
consistency and can be considered reliable in that sense (Fraenkal & Wallen, 1996).

Data Collection for the Teacher Perception Survey
Five steps were taken to set the dates for data collection. First, initial contact
was made with a principal via the telephone or electronic mail after receiving a response
card that indicated a school’s preference to participate in the study. This was done to
verify the receipt of the response card and to indicate that contact would be made by the
researcher in the near future to establish a time and date to administer the research
instruments. Second, after all positive response cards had been received and principals
seeking additional information had been contacted, the schools were divided up by
geographical proximity to facilitate the collection of data. Schools in Western
Massachusetts were divided up into two geographical regions, the central part of the
state into two geographical regions, and so forth. Third, the researcher made a second
attempt to make contact with principals at each participating school. In most cases,
several contact attempts occurred for each principal and often entailed the use of both
telephone and electronic mail. Fourth, after making contact with a principal, the
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researcher briefly re-explained the research study and tried to establish a time and date
in which to administer the Teacher Perception Survey. At this point, the principals were
introduced to the Teacher Perception Interview. It was explained that the four follow¬
up interview questions could be administered to any teachers who were interested.
Principals agreed to contact their teachers and gain feedback on their participation on
this portion of the research. Fifth, tentative and specific dates in which to administer
the research instruments were determined by the principal and the researcher. The
researcher contacted some principals again to confirm the administration date and the
level of teacher participation with regards to the Teacher Perception Survey and
Teacher Perception Interview.
The Teacher Perception Survey alone was administered in 25 schools. In 16
schools, teachers completed the Teacher Perception Survey and answered questions
from the Teacher Perception Interview. The survey was mailed or hand-delivered to 16
schools, and the principal administered it to the teachers. The administration times for
the research instruments occurred before, after, and during the regular school day. The
data collection began on November 26, 2002 and ended on May 22, 2003.
The administering of the Teacher Perception Survey in schools occurred in sue
steps. First, the researcher greeted the teachers and thanked them for participating in
the research study. General aspects of the study were briefly explained to the teachers
including the total number and diverse nature of schools participating in the research.
Second, the researcher handed out one survey and if needed, a pen to each teacher.
Third, the researcher told teachers that the completed TPS could be placed in an
envelope. Fourth, the researcher read the first page of the survey with teachers, which
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provided information and directions regarding the Teacher Perception Survey. The
directions included a reminder that the survey was seeking teachers’ own views about
the usefulness of the MCAS test for helping improve the learning of their students.
Fifth, teachers were asked to start responding to the survey items. Finally, all
completed surveys were placed in an envelope that included a random number as the
sole means for identifying the school.
The Teacher Perception Survey was mailed to ten schools and hand delivered to
six schools. The researcher picked up completed surveys at five schools, and the
surveys were sent back via the mail by 11 schools. In order to ensure a standard
administration of all mailed or hand-delivered surveys, additional measures were taken
by the researcher. Principals were sent written instructions for administering the
instrument (See Appendix I). Principals were also asked to remind teachers to read the
directions on the first page of the survey. Teachers were provided written instructions
to be read prior to completing the instrument (See Appendix J). In all schools but one,
teachers placed and sealed completed surveys in the provided envelopes.
The Teacher Perception Survey was also administered and collected in two
schools by an individual different than the researcher. This individual was provided the
protocol for administering the survey and training occurred to ensure the administration
procedures were followed.

Data Analysis for the Teacher Perception Survey
Quantitative data analysis is applied to the data collected from the four point
likert scale items administered to teachers. To better ensure the accuracy of data
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collected, 14 surveys were eliminated from the final analysis. This was due to one page
or more of likert scale items not being answered by a respondent. Data from 310
surveys are analyzed to answer the research questions. In the case a teacher circled
more than one answer for a specific likert scale item, the researcher coded the item in
the direction most closely related with the positively keyed direction. (See Appendix K
for a description of all positively keyed survey items.) This procedure was utilized for a
total of 13 survey items from all 310 surveys. Data from each questionnaire were
entered into a SPSS database.
Utilizing the SPSS database, a “66 plus 33 minus” scoring procedure was used
as a means to analyze teachers’ responses to survey items. This scoring approach
considers a two to one level of teacher consensus in both directions on the likert scale
and provides a measure regarding the intensity of their responses to Teacher Perception
Survey items (Ghory, 1978). Specifically, total teacher responses toward a likert scale
item that are more than sixty-six percent or less than 33 percent in a keyed direction
(Strongly Agree/Agree or Disagree/Strongly Disagree) allow for sound judgments to be
made about the data. In order to use the “66 plus 33 minus” scoring procedure, the total
percentage of responses toward a survey item was divided into two dichotomous
groupings (Strongly Agree/Agree and Disagree/Strongly Disagree). These percentages
are used to analyze clusters of TPS items for answering specific sub-questions and
generate Effective Learning Condition variable scores that relate to research question
two. In order to explore if variable scores are representative of the sample group as a
whole. Analysis of Variances (ANOVA) are generated. Appendix L describes the units
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of measurement utilized for this analysis. It also provides the frequencies for each
description.
The data collected from the Teacher Perception Survey are reported in two
different ways. First, responses to survey items are listed by percentages in a
dichotomous format. Also, Effective Learning Condition variable scores formulated
from the data are presented in table format.

Scoring of Effective Learning Condition Variables
Utilizing the “66 plus 33 minus” scoring method, total Effective Learning
Condition scores are generated for each of the six Effective Learning Condition
variables. This method of scoring provides a measure regarding the intensity of
teachers’ responses toward Teacher Perception Survey items related to the Effective
Learning Condition variables. Pace, (1969); Sinclair, (1968); Browne, (1975); and
Ghory, (1978) have utilized such a technique for producing variable scores. To
determine a total Effective Learning Condition variable score, a +1 score is given to a
survey item if sixty-six percent or more of the teachers answer it in a positively keyed
direction. A -1 score is given to a survey item if less than thirty-three percent of the
teachers respond to it in a positively keyed direction. A score of 0 is given to a survey
item if the percentage of responses did not fall into either of these categories. The +1, 1, and 0 scores were then tallied for each set of eleven items used to collect data on
teachers’ perceptions toward the presence or absence of an Effective Learning
Condition. The sum of these items resulted in a total variable score. If the variable
score were positive then it was assumed that MCAS testing had an impact of promoting
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the learning condition. If the variable score were negative then it was assumed that
MC AS testing had an impact of inhibiting the learning condition.

Teacher Perception Interview
The initial development of the Teacher Perception Interview (TPI) is described.
Steps taken to field test this instrument are presented. A final description of the TPI is
provided. Data collection and analysis procedures for this instrument are explained.

Initial Development of the Teacher Perception Interview
The development of the Teacher Perception Interview occurred to complement
the data being collected through the administration of the Teacher Perception Survey.
The first step involved an analysis of the Teacher Perception Survey by the researcher
and a judge with expertise in research instrument development. This analysis revealed
that adequate survey items existed to provide data for answering the second major
research question. Additional data were deemed necessary and helpful for answering
sub-questions related to major research questions one, three, and four. Interview
questions with similar wording to major research questions one, three, and four were
developed. Then, the four TPI interview questions were again analyzed by the
researcher and the judge previously mentioned. In order to make the instrument more
effective in gathering needed data to answer research questions one, two, and four, the
wording of two interview questions and the format of three interview questions were
changed.
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Field Testing of the Teacher Perception Interview
The Teacher Perception Interview was field tested with five elementary school
teachers similar to the sample population. Each teacher was provided a copy of the TPI.
The researcher administered the instrument following the standard protocol that will be
described later in more detail. Individual interview questions were read to the teachers.
Teachers then provided their answers. The researcher wrote down their responses.
After administering the Teacher Perception Interview, teachers were asked to provide
feedback on the format, content, and presentation of the interview questions. The
teachers stated that the interview questions were clear, and they provided answers that
were directly related to the research questions. No direct changes were made to the
Teacher Perception Interview.

Final Description of the Teacher Perception Interview
The Teacher Perception Interview consists of four separate questions. Each
interview question is listed on a separate sheet of paper along with its corresponding
major research question. The first two questions are used to gather data for answering
research question three. The third question is used to gather data to answer research
question one. The fourth question centers on data to answer research question four.
(See Appendix M for the Teacher Perception Interview).

Data Collection for the Teacher Perception Interview
Due to the fact that the availability of teachers varied from school to school,
both one-on-one and group interviews were conducted immediately after the completion
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of the Teacher Perception Survey. In some schools where interviews were conducted,
certain teachers chose not participate in this part of study and only completed the
Teacher Perception Survey. This occurred primarily due to time constraints or other
obligations. Group interviews consisted primarily of teachers from all three grades or
all teachers from each grade answered interview questions separately.
The interview protocol consisted of seven steps. First, each participant was
provided a copy of the four interview questions. Second, both individual and groups of
teachers were told that the researcher would be writing down their verbal comments. In
order to ensure that group interviews did not preclude teachers from sharing their views,
teachers were told they could also write down any comments directly on the interview
protocol sheet. Third, the first interview question was stated and the teacher or teachers
were asked to provide an answer. Fourth, non-leading follow up questions such as “do
you have anything else to add?” or “can you tell me more?” were used to probe
incomplete comments. Fifth, responses were written down by the researcher directly on
a separate interview protocol sheet. Sixth, this same method was used for the remaining
three interview questions. Finally, at the completion of the interview session the
researcher thanked the participants for their assistance and collected all TPI sheets with
written answers from teachers. These were placed in an envelope with the same
random number previously used for the Teacher Perception Surveys. All recorded
verbal responses were immediately reviewed and then typed out verbatim on a
computer.
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Table 4 describes the diversity of the 16 schools in which teachers took part in
the Teacher Perception Interview. Schools are differentiated by their Teacher
Perception Survey number, total number of participants, and type of interview. A total
of 101 teachers participated in the interviews. Of these, eighty-seven were interviewed
in a group setting, and 14 teachers completed individual interviews. Teachers from nine
different counties within Massachusetts are included in this part of the study. Nine
teachers total provided additional written comments.

Data Analysis for the Teacher Perception Interview
Qualitative data analysis was applied to the responses collected from Teacher
Perception Interview items administered to teachers in 16 schools. These 16 schools
represent slightly less than forty percent of the total randomly selected schools. The
first step in this analysis involved the researcher reading all the typed out and written
interview responses twice. All responses were placed separately under the
corresponding interview question. A constant comparative analysis was utilized to code
the data from interview items. This method of data analysis began by reading one page
of responses for interview question one. As the responses to interview question one
were reviewed, statements that express key and recurrent themes became a category of
focus. The categories of focus for this study refer to similar answers or incidents
derived from teachers’ responses to the interview questions (Tuckman, 1999). This
continued until each incident uncovered in the data was compared “to incidents already
coded to create substantive categories and to establish relations between and among
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Table 4. Diversity of Teacher Perception Interviews
School
#7

Number of
Participants
5

Individual/
Group
Individual

#8

2

Individual

#9

6

Group

#11

10

Group

#14

2

Group

#18

5

Group

#19

7

Group

#21

3

Group

#24

4

Individual

#26

9

Group

#28

15

Group

#30

15

Group

#33

4

Group

#35

3

Group

#36

3

Individual

#38

8

Group
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Type of Group
Interview

Third, fourth, and fifth
grades did separate group
interviews.
All grades participated in
one group interview.
All grades participated in
one group interview
All grades participated in
one group interview
Third, fourth, and fifth
grades did separate group
interviews.
All grades participated in
one group interview

Two group interviews.
Both with teachers from all
grades.
All grades participated in
one group interview
Third, fourth, and fifth
grades did separate group
interviews.
All grades participated in
one group interview
All grades participated in
one group interview

Third, fourth, and fifth
grades did separate group
interviews.

categories” (Blase, 1989, p. 382). The above procedures were used to analyze the
remaining typed out and written responses collected for interview questions two
through four. Ultimately, all data from the TPI items were placed into established
themes or used to create new themes.
The Teacher Perception Interview data are reported in a theme format.
Specifically, the names of all major themes, which emerged from the constant
comparative analysis of the four interview questions, are placed at the top of a page.
The number of times each theme was mentioned and a description of such theme
follow.

Specific Aspects of the Design
Each major question and the sub-questions that guide the data collection are
listed. The research methodology used to collect data for each set of sub-questions is
provided. Finally, the rationale and steps for using the sub-questions to answer the
major research questions are detailed.
Research Question 1: To what extent do upper elementary teachers perceive the
MCAS test inclusive of important learning being taught in their classroom?
Sub-questions:
• To what extent are MCAS test questions consistent with what elementary teachers
think should to be taught in their classrooms?
• To what extent do elementary teachers consider the learning that is tested by MCAS
to be crucial to a student’s future success in school and society?
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• What kind of important learning do elementary teachers think the MCAS neglects to
assess?
Seven interrelated steps are taken to answer this research question. First, the
listed sub-questions provide specifications regarding the type of data needed to answer
the research question. Second, fifteen Teacher Perception Survey items and 1 Teacher
Perception Interview item gather data to answer the research sub-questions. Third, by
utilizing the “66 plus 33 minus” scoring method, a measure of intensity regarding
teachers’ responses toward clusters of Teacher Perception Survey items for specific
sub-questions is gained. Fourth, the total number of positively and/or negatively keyed
survey items is tallied and analyzed to provide a summary of responses for answering
the sub-questions. Fifth, themes that emerge from the Teacher Perception Interview
item are used to confirm and support the data collected through the Teacher Perception
Survey. These themes that emerge and the approximate number of responses for a
particular theme add credence to the TPS findings for each major research question.
Sixth, this combined method of data analysis allows the researcher to make conclusions
regarding teachers’ responses toward a set of sub-questions. Inferences, then, are drawn
from the sub-question data to answer the research questions. In the case of this study,
the sub-question data provide compelling evidence in which to answer the research
question.
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Research Question 2: To what extent do upper elementary teachers think
MCAS testing contributes to improvements in student learning?
Sub-questions:
• To what extent do elementary teachers consider MCAS testing is a positive
influence on students’ attitudes toward learning?
• To what extent do elementary teachers consider MCAS testing is the primary reason
students reach their full academic potential?
• To what extent do elementary teachers consider MCAS test results are used to
improve student learning?
Twenty-two Teacher Perception Survey items are used to gather data for
answering the sub-questions. The specific steps to answer these sub-questions and the
larger research question are similar to those described for research question one.
However, there was one exception. Effective Learning Condition variable scores,
instead of interview questions, are utilized to gather additional data. These variable
scores indicate teachers’ perceptions regarding the influence of MCAS testing on the
presence or absence of six conditions that may lead to the improvements in student
learning. Additional inferences for answering this research question are made based on
these data.
Research Question 3: What do upper elementaiy teachers report to be the
positive and negative impacts of MCAS testing on curriculum and instruction?
Sub-questions:
• What do elementary teachers report is the positive impact of MCAS testing on
improving curriculum?
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• What do elementary teachers report is the negative impact of MCAS testing on
improving curriculum?
• What do elementary teachers report is the positive impact of MCAS testing on
improving instruction?
• What do elementary teachers report is the negative impact of MCAS testing on
improving instruction?
Seventeen Teacher Perception Survey items and 2 Teacher Perception Interview
items are used to gather data for answering the sub-questions. The specific steps to
answer these sub-questions and the larger research question are similar to those
described for research question one.
Research Question 4: Why do upper elementary teachers prefer to continue or
eliminate MCAS testing as a means for improving student learning?
Sub-questions:
• Why do elementary teachers prefer to continue with MCAS testing as a means for
improving student learning?
• Why do elementary teachers prefer to eliminate MCAS testing as a means
for improving student learning?
Twelve Teacher Perception Survey items and 1 Teacher Perception Interview
item are used to gather data for answering the sub-questions. The specific steps to
answer these sub-questions and the larger research question are similar to those
described for research question one.
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Closing
This chapter presents the two interrelated parts of the study design. General
aspects of the design including the origin of the research questions, sample selection,
research instrument development, data collection, and data analysis are described.
Also, the specific steps taken to obtain necessary data to answer each research question
guiding the study are provided. The next chapter presents, analyzes, and interprets the
data collected from the Teacher Perception Survey and Teacher Perception Interview.
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CHAPTER 4

ANALYSIS AND INTERPRETATION

Introduction
The data reported here center on teachers’ perceptions regarding the usefulness
of MCAS testing for improving student learning. The findings are presented for each
major research question. The major research question and complementing sub¬
questions are stated and related data are presented. This chapter, then, presents,
analyzes, and interprets the data collected from the Teacher Perception Survey and
Teacher Perception Interview.

Research Question 1
To what extent do upper elementary teachers perceive the MCAS test inclusive
of important learning being taught in their classroom?
Sub-questions:
• To what extent are MCAS test questions consistent with what elementary teachers
think should to be taught in their classrooms?
• To what extent do elementary teachers consider the learning that is tested by MCAS
to be crucial to a student’s future success in school and society?
• What kind of important learning do elementary teachers think the MCAS neglects to
assess?
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Teacher Perception Survey (TPS) Data
Listed below are the TPS items that were administered to gather data for
answering research question one and its sub-questions. The sub-question is listed, and
the total percentage of teacher responses to specific survey items is provided in a
dichotomous format. With this type of approach, it is possible to determine if teachers
responded to a particular item in a keyed direction (strongly agree/agree or
disagree/strongly disagree). The “66 plus 33 minus” scoring approach is utilized so as
to provide a measure regarding the intensity of responses toward specific survey items.
Sub-Question 1: To what extent are MCAS test questions consistent with what
elementary teachers think should be taught in the classroom ?

Table 5. Consistency of MCAS Test Questions With Classroom Teaching
TPS ITEM

Strongly Agree/
Agree

Disagree/
Strongly
Disagree

MCAS test questions are consistent with
what is important to teach.

36.1%

63.9%

What is being taught in the classroom
should decide what is tested on MCAS.

72.9%

27.1%

Increased scores on the MCAS test mean a
student’s learning has improved.

32.6%

67.4%

The MCAS test is a true measure of what
students are learning in school.

8.0%

92.0%

MCAS test questions should determine
what is taught in the classroom.

9.7%

90.3%
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Sub-question 2: To what extent do elementary teachers consider the learning
that is tested by MCAS to be crucial to a student’s future success in school and society?

Table 6. MCAS Testing and Student’s Future Success
TPS ITEM

Strongly Agree/
Agree

Disagree/
Strongly
Disagree

The MCAS test identifies which students
are most successful in school.

45.5%

55.5%

A high score on the MCAS test means that
a student will learn well in the future.

16.5%

83.5%

The MCAS test determines which students
will be successful in high school.

14.2%

85.8%

A school is successful when all its students
score well on the MCAS test.

11.9%

88.1%

A high score on the MCAS test is crucial to
future success in society.

2.6%

97.4%

Sub-question 3: What kind of important learning do elementary teachers think
MCAS neglects to assess?
These data suggest the answer to research question one is that upper elementary
teachers do not perceive the MCAS test to be inclusive of important learning being
taught in their classroom. The MCAS test is not seen as a true measure of what students
are learning. MCAS results are not seen to be important to students’ future success in
school or society. MCAS testing does not appear to help teachers identify why students
are having trouble in their learning.

Table 7. Important Learning MCAS Neglects to Assess
TPS ITEM

Strongly Agree/
Agree

Disagree/
Strongly
Disagree

The MCAS test finds out if students have
mastered important skills.

53.8%

46.2%

What is important for students to learn is
assessed by the MCAS test.

23.3%

76.7%

The MCAS test assesses if students will
become responsible citizens.

00.6%

99.4%

The MCAS test assesses how well students
can solve complex problems.
The MCAS test helps teachers identify
why students are having difficulty learning.

51.7%

48.3%
86.7%

13.3%

Teacher Perception Interview Data
One TPI question was utilized to collect information for this major research
question. It is as follows:
1) Do you think that all important learning taught in the classroom is assessed by the
MCAS test?
If no, what kind of important learning is not assessed by the MCAS test.
The consensus of the teachers was that many kinds of important learning are not
assessed by the MCAS test. Seven themes emerged to describe teachers’ perceptions in
response to this interview question. Each theme is listed and corresponding comments
that were shared by teachers are provided. Within each theme, the total number of
comments made by teachers is listed. Some of the themes were not selected based on
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the number of statements provided. Rather, what was said by teachers was particularly
compelling and useful for answering the research question.

Constructive Collaboration
Twenty-nine statements fit into this theme. One teacher commented that “all of
the wonderful social emotional skills” are not measured by the MCAS test. Another
teacher said that self-esteem and confidence has increased by the end of June for some
students more than others. One teacher said that time was spent trying to teach students
to be considerate of each other and to be problem solvers. MCAS testing was not seen
to assess these traits.
Teachers suggested that students’ ability to work cooperatively in teams was not
assessed. The MCAS test did not cover the affective realm of learning nor the ability to
understand others’ points of view.
Character, ethics and integrity were stated as being important skills not assessed
by MCAS testing. It was suggested that citizenship was not assessed and no time was
available to focus on such development. Many traits related to being a responsible
citizen such as basic civility, manners, service learning, responsibility, health, respect,
kindness were said not to be covered by the MCAS test. A teacher suggested that
below average students were being sent a message that they were not worthwhile and
able to contribute as productive citizens.

98

Test Characteristics
Twenty-one statements fit in this theme. The open response MCAS questions
were viewed as not being parallel. It was not seen as a fair way to assess learning when
one student had to discuss Ben Franklin’s contribution to America and the other one had
to discuss life as a shopkeeper in 1775 Boston. One teacher commented that the nature
of the test was the problem. The open response questions allowed for deeper thinking
but the subjective nature of the grading was called into question. The writing prompts
were viewed as “ridiculous” due to the fact some kids could write “about their best day
ever” where others do not have much to share. Another teacher in the same school
suggested that the writing prompt that asked students to tell about someone influential
made a girl cry. This was because the girl is in a single parent situation with a dad in
jail for beating her mom.
A teacher thought the multiple choice questions measured “how well students
take tests and not what they know.” This teacher said that when asked why they picked
a particular answer, students usually provided a good rational for doing so. At this
point, a teacher suggested it is possible to “see that a tricky question or confusing
format is what made (the student) miss the correct answer.”
A teacher suggested that it was hard to judge what learning is not assessed
because test items are constantly changing. One teacher commented that when her third
graders get ready for the test they are told to forget what has been taught and learned
and only respond with the information that is provided in the test. “This is a reverse of
what you taught them. Answers can only be based on what is on the test and nothing
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else.” Another teacher suggested that MCAS is a “poor assessment of academic
learning.”
The testing restrictions for the alternate testing portfolio were viewed as “way
too high.” With no other options, a teacher thought it was difficult to demonstrate the
“countless examples where kids are successful in many other ways that are not
assessed.” Due to the way in which the test is formatted, students with language
disabilities were seen to be at a disadvantage. One teacher viewed the test as a form of
discrimination because previous policies regarding student accommodations are not
related to accommodations allowed on the test.

Multiple Learning Styles
Seventeen statements fit into this theme. Several teachers made references to
Gardner’s “seven different kinds of intelligence” that MCAS does not necessarily
measure. Specifically, interpersonal skills and kinesthetic learning were said not to be
addressed by MCAS testing. Those students who learn by doing could not demonstrate
this skill on the MCAS test. One teacher spoke of such an example when explaining
how well some low-achieving students did on an African bookmark project that
incorporated geometry. Yet, the students could not “demonstrate this type of tactile
learning on MCAS.” Those students who demonstrated good oral speaking skills were
also not able to provide answers in this manner.
Special education students were seen to be restricted when attempting to
demonstrate what they have learned. One teacher found it rather unsettling that a
severely disabled child with limited academic abilities would even be required to sit and
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pass the MCAS test. Also, special education students could not demonstrate mastery of
some but not all of the steps involved in answering a question correctly. The MCAS
test did not break down the skills to be reinforced later on during instruction.
/

One teacher strongly disagreed that MCAS measures all important learning.
Instead, MCAS “assesses skills that are not developmentally aligned with a child’s
age.” This teacher continued by saying that it was not right when a child struggles and
works ten times harder than others and then fails miserably.
One teacher thought MCAS could not assess what is already taught and “for the
most part (assessed) social-economic background.” One teacher commented that “each
individual child learns differently. Subsequently, all children do not test well.”
Another suggested that students are “wired differently”, referring to their physiological
make up, and that you tapped into their learning in different ways. Other means besides
MCAS testing were needed to measure academic success.
One teacher commented that you can not compare April test results with
anything else. It was impossible to see all the academic progress students make from
September to April. For example, two kids could get the same MCAS test results but
one may come in not writing at all compared to the other.

Creative Intelligence
Fifteen statements fit into this theme. One teacher thought no critical thinking
was assessed. Another suggested that MCAS testing could not assess if a student was
making connections between different pieces of learning and applying what was known
to new unanticipated situations in life or current events.
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One teacher suggested that anything creative was not measured and that the only
exception may be the narrative sections of the test. Still, the writing portion was seen as
very structured and inhibiting creativity. A teacher said the ability to design projects
and experiments was not assessed, nor was a student’s ability to develop creative
solutions to a problem.
A teacher thought it was interesting that so much time is spent getting kids to
own their ideas and conclusions but on MCAS you are either right or wrong. Children
were not allowed to respond to and in-depth topics they enjoyed learning about.

Content Gaps
Fourteen statements fit into this theme. One teacher said that basic skills are not
being learned in depth at the 3rd and 4th grade level. Another teacher mirrored these
comments and said that the focus was on teaching basic skills. Meanwhile, the MCAS
test explored higher order thinking skills that were not developmentally appropriate for
her students. Test preparation was not seen as learning but had preference over the
teaching of other academics subjects.
One teacher thought it was ironic that the Department of Education and business
community kept stressing technology but this was not assessed. Additionally, students
could not use a computer or technology when completing the test. A boy with dyslexia
who uses a computer to aid his learning was said to be “doomed by MCAS.”
A teacher said that art and music were not assessed by MCAS testing and these
skills were seen as some students’ strengths. Due to the fact there is no relation
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between MCAS and the scope and sequence of the frameworks being “out of whack”, it
was difficult for one teacher to see how MCAS could assess student progress.
One teacher commented that third graders are very young socially and not
capable of jumping from K-2 to 3-12 writing standards so quickly. The quick pace of
instruction made the transition from experimental writing to essays difficult.

Political Consequences
Seven statements fit into this theme. One teacher suggested that the political
agenda of MCAS was leading to wasted money and the creation of an elitist system of
have and have nots. This teacher wanted to know what kids without diplomas would
do, because they were still going to be part of our society.
Another teacher thought that any assessment had a political agenda and that
“numbers can say anything depending on the political agenda.” To this teacher, the
benchmark scores for MCAS were “arbitrary in the beginning and standards can be
changed to make improvements or lack thereof depending on bias.”
A teacher suggested that each day for her students is difficult due to the
problems they face outside the classroom. For example, a 9 to 11 year old who had a
bad bus ride could score badly on this one-shot test. One teacher commented that
teachers are stressed because the type of kids you have determined their scores. In turn,
“you know going into the test that certain kids will not do well and yet you feel like you
will be judged.” One teacher said, “it is so hard to see kids breaking down after the
test.” It was also stated that after finishing the test one child just sat there and cried.

103

The problem was that “MCAS does not take into account the child’s stress level and
how their day is going on test day. There are no breaks.”
One teacher suggested that “MCAS is all about salary and image.” To this
teacher, telling students at the fourth grade level that they are stupid is not acceptable.
The teacher said that MCAS testing has led schools back to homogeneous grouping.
This is due to the fact teachers are pressured to “leave those behind who are not going
to make it.”

No Student Interest
Four statements fit into this theme. One teacher thought that there was “less
time to talk with kids” and ask them how their life is going. There was “not time to
even recognize them as people.” Students were told by one teacher there was not time
to do activities that previous classes considered fun to do. Due to MCAS testing, a
teacher said information was “garbaged in and garbaged out.” One teacher felt guilty
by incorporating time for reading and writing for pleasure. It was suggested that
student interests were pushed aside because of time spent teaching to the test and so
much material to cover. Additionally, there was a lack of depth on topics that may
interest students. You could not utilize techniques such as KWL that asked kids what
they wanted to know.
These data suggest that teachers think that MCAS test is not inclusive of all
important learning being taught in the classroom. When answering this interview
question, teachers also offered their viewpoints on MCAS test construction and the
politics behind this test. These two themes emerged throughout the interview process.
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TPI data corresponds with TPS data in that teachers do not see the MCAS as a true
measure of what students are learning in school nor does MCAS equate with a student’s
future success in school or society. Teachers also suggested several other skills and
characteristics that are associated with demonstrated student progress but are not
assessed by the MCAS test.

Summary for Research Question 1
The data suggest that teachers think MCAS testing is not necessarily inclusive of
important learning being taught in their classroom. In order to justify this statement, it
is important to provide an analysis of the data related to sub-question’s 1, 2, and 3 for
research question 1.
Sub-question 1 sought to determine if MCAS test questions were consistent with
what elementary teachers think should be taught in the classroom. The “66 plus 33
minus” scoring approach suggests that teachers responded to four of five TPS items in a
keyed direction that was negative. Specifically, teachers feel that what is taught in the
classroom should decide what is tested on the MCAS. Still, they do not think that
MCAS test questions should determine what is taught in the classroom. Ninety-two
percent of all teachers do not think the MCAS test is a true measure of what students are
learning in school. One hundred percent of teachers in 21 schools agreed or strongly
agreed to this statement. School 31 had the highest positive response to this item with
38% of teachers thinking MCAS testing does measure what is being learned. Over 90%
of all teachers do not think MCAS test questions should determine what is taught in the
classroom. One hundred percent of teachers in 20 schools agreed or strongly agreed
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with this statement. Only school 36 had more than 33% of teachers that thought MCAS
test questions should guide what is taught. TPI data for research question 1 indicate that
teachers think the MCAS test may interfere with incorporating student interests into
daily classroom instruction.
Sub-question 2 explored to what extent teachers consider the learning that is
tested by MCAS is crucial to a student’s future in society. The “66 plus 33 minus”
scoring procedure suggests that teachers responded to four of five TPS items in a keyed
direction that was negative. Ninety-seven percent of all teachers feel that a high MCAS
score is not crucial to future success in society. One hundred percent of teachers in 34
schools agreed or strongly agreed to this statement. In school 35, 22% of respondents
represented the highest total of teachers that thought the MCAS test score was vital to
later success in society. Eighty-three percent of all respondents suggest a high MCAS
test score does not mean a student will learn well in the future. One hundred percent of
teachers in 12 schools agreed or strongly agreed with this statement. In school 29, 60%
of the respondents represent the highest total of teachers that considered MCAS test
scores to be indicative of future academic success. In five other schools, 40% to 44% of
teachers also thought that a high MCAS test score related to later accomplishments in
school. Overall, the data indicate that teachers may not view MCAS testing as crucial
to a student’s future success in high school and society. Responses on the interview
question appear to support such findings. The MCAS test is seen as a “waste of
money” and part of a larger political agenda that leads to increased pressure on teachers
and students.
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Sub-question 3 analyzed what kind of important learning teachers think MC AS
neglects to assess. Three of five TPS items were responded to in a keyed direction that
was negative and that fit the “66 plus 33 minus” scoring approach. More than 86% of
all the respondents suggest that MCAS testing does not help teachers identify why
students are having difficulty learning. One hundred percent of teachers in 16 schools
agreed or strongly agreed with this statement. In schools 20 and 23, 40% of teachers
said MCAS testing is helpful in determining why students are not learning well. This is
the highest percentage of teachers from a school that responded in this manner. TPI
data indicate that teachers feel skills involving social-emotional development,
cooperative learning, critical thinking, and subject knowledge are not being assessed by
the MCAS test. Also, teachers claim that students bring different types of intelligence
to the learning environment and that they progress at different rates, which MCAS
testing fails to address.
As suggested in the review of literature, policy makers view assessments such as
MCAS testing as a practical and rational mean for indicating increases in student
learning. Data from this research do not support such statements. Instead, teachers feel
that MCAS testing neglects to assess many important skills and is not an accurate
predictor of a school’s effort to improve learning or students’ future academic or work
success. Tyler (1969) would suggest that a true picture of student learning involves
“getting evidence about behavior changes in the students” and that “any valid evidence
about behaviors that are desired as educational objectives provides an appropriate
method of evaluation” (p. 107). To this end, teachers would be an ideal source to judge
how well MCAS testing does just that. Teachers in this study question the construction
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and content of the MCAS test. Teachers do not appear to support the premise that
MCAS testing provides an accurate measure of student learning. Upper elementary
teachers in this study do not necessarily consider MCAS testing to be inclusiveness of
important learning being taught in their classroom.

Research Question 2
To what extent do upper elementary teachers think MCAS testing contributes to
improvements in student learning?
Sub-questions:
• To what extent do elementary teachers consider MCAS testing is a positive influence
on students’ attitudes toward learning?
• To what extent do elementary teachers consider MCAS testing is the primary reason
students reach their full academic potential?
• To what extent do elementary teachers consider MCAS test results are used to
improve student learning?

Teacher Perception Survey Data
Listed below are the survey items that were administered to gather data for
answering research question two and its sub-questions. The sub-question is listed, and
the total percentage of teacher responses to specific survey items is provided in a
areichotomous format. The data is listed in this manner to determine if teachers
responded to a particular item in a keyed direction (strongly agree/agree or
disagree/strongly disagree). The “66 plus 33 minus” scoring approach is utilized so as
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to provide a measure regarding the intensity of teacher responses toward specific TPS
items.
Sub-question 1: To what extent do elementary teachers consider MCAS testing
is a positive influence on students’ attitudes toward learning?
Table 8. MCAS Testing and Students’ Attitudes Toward Learning
TPS ITEM

Strongly Agree/
Agree

The MCAS test motivates students to
continue learning.

Disagree/
Strongly
Disagree

21.0%

79.0%

Students look forward to taking the MCAS
test.

5.1%

94.9%

The MCAS test helps students develop
confidence in their academic ability.

9.8%

90.2%

40.3%

59.7%

2.3%

97.7%

97.4%

2.6%

The MCAS test causes positive student
attitudes toward learning.

6.5%

93.5%

The MCAS test encourages students who
are failing in school to like learning.

0.3%

99.7%

Students who are getting good grades in
school are confident they can pass the
MCAS test.
The MCAS test fosters a classroom climate
that helps students get pleasure from
learning.
Low-achieving students are discouraged by
MCAS testing.

Sub-question 2: To what extent do elementary teachers consider MCAS testing
is the primary reason students reach their full academic potential?
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Table 9. MCAS Testing and Academic Potential
TPS ITEM

Strongly Agree/
Agree

Advanced students are challenged to learn
well by the MCAS test.

33.9%

Disagree/
Strongly
Disagree
66.1%

The home conditions of students influence
their success on the MCAS test.

96.5%

3.5%

The MCAS test finds out if students can
think critically.

59.4%

40.6%

Success on the MCAS test demands indepth thinking.

75.2%

24.8%

MCAS testing raises the quality of learning
for students.

32.1%

67.9%

MCAS testing is a meaningful way to
improve learning.

22.5%

77.5%

6.5%

93.5%

42.5%

57.5%

MCAS testing encourages students to work
together in their learning.
The MCAS test encourages students to
think independently.

Sub-question 3: To what extent do elementary teachers consider MCAS test
results are used to improve student learning?
The data collected from the Teacher Perception Survey suggest that upper
elementary teachers appear not to consider MCAS testing to contribute to
improvements in student learning. Teachers do not view MCAS testing to be a positive
influence on students’ attitudes toward learning nor a primary reason students reach
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Table 10. MCAS Test Results and Improved Student Learning
TPS ITEM

Strongly Agree/
Agree

MCAS test results help teachers improve
their instruction.

Disagree/
Strongly
Disagree

52.8%

47.2%

Teachers are pleased that MCAS test
scores are reported in the newspaper.

11.6%

88.4%

Students who fail the MCAS test should
not be promoted to the next grade.

3.6%

96.4%

Teachers give extra attention to students
who fail the MCAS test.
The MCAS test helps parents become
better informed about the total learning of
their children.
The MCAS test encourages parents to help
their children learn well.

66.6%

33.4%

20.9%

79.1%

20.1%

79.9%

their full academic potential. Teachers did suggest they give more attention to students
who fail the MCAS test, but there is not general agreement if test results are used to
improve learning.

Effective Learning Condition fELC) Variable Scores
The variable scores listed below represent the aggregate responses of all
teachers towards the usefulness of MCAS for promoting or inhibiting six conditions that
may be useful in improving student learning.
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ELC
Score
11

Motivation

Confidence

Purpose

Sequential

Feedback

Transfer

Motivation
-9

Confidence
-9

Purpose
-8

Sequential
-3

Feedback
-8

Transfer
-9

9
7
5
3

1
-1
-3
-5
-7
-9
-11
Total
Score

Figure 1. Total Effective Learning Condition Variable Scores

The data suggest teachers perceive MCAS testing does not promote these six
classroom conditions that may contribute to improvements in student learning. The
motivation and confidence scores correspond with Teacher Perception Survey items for
sub-question 1, which relate to MCAS testing and its influence on students’ attitudes
toward learning. The highest Effective Learning Condition variable score is sequential
and this does relate to the fact that teachers suggest MCAS testing does assist their daily
classroom instruction in some ways. The transfer ELC variable score relates to survey
items for sub-question 2 in that MCAS testing is not seen as the primary reason students
reach their full academic potential.
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In order to confirm that these data can be generalized to the sample population,
an analysis of variance (ANOVA) for each dependent Effective Learning Condition
variable was generated based on seven separate factors (see Tables 11 through 17).
These factors include the survey administration method, teacher grade level, years
teaching, county, funding, and previous English language and math MCAS scores.

Table 11: ANOVA Based on Survey Administration Method
ANOVA

MOTIVATE

CONFIDEN

PURPOSE

SEQUENT

FEEDBAC

TRANSFER

Between Groups

Sum of
Squares
65.169

Within Groups
Total

1

Mean Square
65.169

9886.641

308

32.099

9951.810

309

5.803

1

5.803

Within Groups

5774.975

308

18.750

Total

5780.777

309

.186

1

.186

Within Groups

11831.698

308

38.415

Total

11831.884

309

3.435

1

3.435

Within Groups

9851.158

308

31.984

Total

9854.594

309

11.791

1

11.791

Within Groups

9870.403

308

32.047

Total

9882.194

309

1.186

1

1.186

Within Groups

8748.688

308

28.405

Total

8749.874

309

Between Groups

Between Groups

Between Groups

Between Groups

Between Groups

df
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F
2.030

Sig.
.155

.309

.578

.005

.945

.107

.743

.368

.545

.042

.838

Table 12. ANOVA Based on Grade Level Taught By Teacher
ANOVA

MOTIVATE

CONFIDEN

PURPOSE

SEQUENT

FEEDBAC

TRANSFER

Between Groups
Within Groups
Total
Between Groups
Within Groups
Total
Between Groups
Within Groups
Total
Between Groups
Within Groups
Total
Between Groups
Within Groups
Total
Between Groups
Within Groups
Total

Sum of
Squares
174.988
9265.556
9440.544
120.547
5234.153
5354.700
111.522
11032.994
11144.516
104.727
8423.442
8528.170
99.534
9273.166
9372.700
97.491
7898.558
7996.049

df
5
277
282
5
277
282
5
277
282
5
277
282
5
277
282
5
277
282

Mean Square
34.998
33.450

F
1.046

Sig.
.391

24.109
18.896

1.276

.274

22.304
39.830

.560

.731

20.945
30.410

.689

.632

19.907
33.477

.595

.704

19.498
28.515

.684

.636

.961

Sig.
.452

4.466
19.277

.232

.966

49.691
39.277

1.265

.274

37.983
30.324

1.253

.280

19.832
33.402

.594

.735

17.184
28.850

.596

.734

Table 13. ANOVA Based on Total Years Teaching
ANOVA

MOTIVATE
j
CONFIDEN
;
PURPOSE
i
SEQUENT

FEEDBAC

TRANSFER

Between Groups
Within Groups
Total
Between Groups
Within Groups
Total
Between Groups
Within Groups
Total
Between Groups
Within Groups
Total
Between Groups
Within Groups
Total
Between Groups
Within Groups
Total

Sum of
Squares
193.829
9278.277
9472.106
26.797
5320.326
5347.124
298.146
10840.440
11138.587
227.898
8369.297
8597.194
118.994
9219.034
9338.028
103.104
7962.571
8065.675

df
6
276
282
6
276
282
6
276
282
6
276
282
6
276
282
6
276
282
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Mean Square
32.305
33.617

F

Table 14. ANOVA Based on Location of School in Massachusetts’ County
ANOVA

MOTIVATE

CONFIDEN

PURPOSE

SEQUENT

FEEDBAC

TRANSFER

Between Groups
Within Groups
Total
Between Groups
Within Groups
Total
Between Groups
Within Groups
Total
Between Groups
Within Groups
Total
Between Groups
Within Groups
Total
Between Groups
Within Groups
Total

Sum of
Squares
96.985
9854.824
9951.810
39.510
5741.268
5780.777
195.898
11635.986
11831.884
84.333
9770.261
9854.594
87.416
9794.777
9882.194
13.014
8736.860
8749.874

df
3
306
309
3
306
309
3
306
309
3
306
309
3
306
309
3
306
309

Mean Square
32.328
32.205

F
1.004

Sig.
.391

13.170
18.762

.702

.552

65.299
38.026

1.717

.163

28.111
31.929

.880

.452

29.139
32.009

.910

.436

4.338
28.552

.152

.928

Mean Square
50.089
31.546

F
1.588

Sig.
.101

12.322
18.944

.650

.785

25.425
38.766

.656

.780

42.203
31.511

1.339

.202

38.921
31.725

1.227

.268

32.268
28.171

1.145

.325

Table 15. ANOVA Based on Percentage of Chapter 70 Funding
ANOVA

MOTIVATE

CONFIDEN

PURPOSE
!
SEQUENT

FEEDBAC

TRANSFER

Between Groups
Within Groups
Total
Between Groups
Within Groups
Total
Between Groups
Within Groups
Total
Between Groups
Within Groups
Total
Between Groups
Within Groups
Total
Between Groups
Within Groups
Total

Sum of
Squares
550.974
9400.836
9951.810
135.542
5645.236
5780.777
279.671
11552.213
11831.884
464.236
9390.358
9854.594
428.130
9454.063
9882.194
354.945
8394.929
8749.874

df
11
298
309
11
298
309
11
298
309
11
298
309
11
298
309
11
298
309
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Table 16. ANOVA Based on MCAS English Language Arts’ Cycle II Scores
ANOVA

MOTIVATE

CONFIDEN

PURPOSE

SEQUENT

FEEDBAC

TRANSFER

Between Groups

Sum of
Squares
210.242

Within Groups
Total

df
4

Mean Square
52.560

9072.728

290

31.285

9282.969

294

49.194

4

12.299

Within Groups

5490.040

290

18.931

Total

5539.234

294

238.266

4

59.566

Within Groups

11237.666

290

38.751

Total

11475.932

294

103.553

4

25.888

Within Groups

9265.633

290

31.950

Total

9369.186

294

256.588

4

64.147

Within Groups

8865.833

290

30.572

Total

9122.420

294

176.051

4

44.013

Within Groups

8013.455

290

27.633

Total

8189.505

294

Between Groups

Between Groups

Between Groups

Between Groups

Between Groups

F
1.680

Sig.
.155

.650

.628

1.537

.191

.810

.519

2.098

.081

1.593

.176

Table 17. ANOVA Based on MCAS Mathematics’ Cycle II Scores
ANOVA

MOTIVATE

CONFIDEN

PURPOSE

SEQUENT

FEEDBAC

TRANSFER

Between Groups

Sum of
Squares
41.982

Within Groups
Total

4

Mean Square
10.496

9240.987

290

31.865

9282.969

294

64.152

4

16.038

Within Groups

5475.082

290

18.880

Total

5539.234

294

34.767

4

8.692

Within Groups

11441.166

290

39.452

Total

11475.932

294

170.340

4

42.585

Within Groups

9198.846

290

31.720

Total

9369.186

294

149.825

4

37.456

Within Groups

8972.595

290

30.940

Total

9122.420

294

215.157

4

53.789

Within Groups

7974.348

290

27.498

Total

8189.505

294

Between Groups

Between Groups

Between Groups

Between Groups

Between Groups

df
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F
.329

Sig.
.858

.849

.495

.220

.927

1.343

.254

1.211

.306

1.956

.101

These ANOVAs help determine if significant mean differences exist between
factors or particular groups of the sample population. Also, an analysis of the variation
between and within each group and a subsequent F values are gained. Specifically, a
one tailed analysis of variance with a significance level of .05 was utilized. By looking
at the results, it appears that no F values were significant and fell into the critical region
of .05 or below. Effective Learning Condition variables did not vary significantly due
to any one of the factors. It is possible to suggest that the variable scores are
representative of the sample group as a whole.
Figures 2 through 7 and Table 18 are presented to further validate these data.
Figures 2 through 7 display the variance in each of the Effective Learning Condition
variable scores across all 41 schools. Table 18 provides a summary of all six variable
scores for ten randomly selected schools. These additional data are useful in
demonstrating that individual school variable scores are consistent with the aggregate
variable scores for all 41 schools.

Summary for Research Question 2
The data suggest that teachers think MCAS is not a major contributor to
improvements in student learning. In order to justify this statement, it is important to
provide an analysis of the data related to sub-question’s 1, 2, and 3 for this research
question.

117

l

I

ii
i

O

i
lli
Il

•

On

co
oo
c*~)

i

i

ii

P-

co
NO
ro

i
i
i
i
i

lI

'•f

m
cn

co
<N
m
co

O

O
On
<N
00
tN
r<N
NO
<N

MOTIVATION

«r>
<N
<N
<N
(N
^ ffi
-j u
<N 00

o

(N
On
00
r-H

NO

m
<N

On
00

rNO

«o
Tf
CO
<N

<t>
u,
O
O

I C/D

u
M
w

'-'OONOOh^Oi/iNtntN’-iO

118

nn\riD\ohooON0rH
■

i

i

i

i

i

i

■

«—*

i

’—■

i

Figure 2. Motivation Variable Scores-All Schools
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Figure 3. Confidence Variable Scores-All Schools
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Figure 4. Purpose Variable Scores-All Schools
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Figure 5. Sequential Variable Scores-All Schools
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Figure 6. Feedback Variable Scores-All Schools
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Figure 7. Transfer Variable Scores-All Schools

Table 18. Total Effective Learning Condition Variable Scores of Selected Schools
School

Motivation

4

-9

-11

-9

12

-9

-9

16

-8

19

Confidence

Purpose

Sequential

Feedback

Transfer

-3

-10

-8

-6

-2

-8

-9

-9

-5

-3

-6

-9

-9

-10

-9

-4

-9

-9

24

-10

-10

-8

-5

-10

-9

28

-9

-10

-7

-2

-9

-8

32

-8

-10

-6

0

-8

-9

33

-9

-8

-5

-1

-6

-7

37

-9

-9

-9

-5

-8

-10

40

-10

-9

-8

-2

-7

-10

Total
ELC
Score

Motivation
-9

Confidence
-9

Purpose
-8

Sequential
-3

Feedback
-8

Transfer
-9

Teacher Perception Survey items related to sub-question 1 sought to determine
what extent teachers think MCAS testing is a positive influence on students’ attitudes
toward learning. The “66 plus 33 minus” scoring approach suggests that teachers’
responses to seven of eight survey items are in a negatively keyed direction. Over 99%
of all teachers responded that MCAS testing does not encourage failing students to like
learning. One hundred percent of teachers in 41 schools agreed or strongly agreed with
this statement. The MCAS test is seen also to discourage low-achieving students.
Ninety-eight percent of all teachers think MCAS testing does not foster a classroom
climate that helps students get pleasure from learning. One hundred percent of teachers
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in 36 schools agreed or strongly agreed to this statement. Of all the respondents from
41 schools, only six teachers suggested MCAS testing is useful in supporting a positive
climate for learning. The Effective Learning Condition variables scores for motivation
and confidence indicate that MCAS testing may not be a key factor in producing
positive learning conditions that influence students’ attitudes toward learning.
Teacher Perception Survey items related to sub-question 2 sought to determine
to what extent teachers consider MCAS testing is the primary reason students reach
their full potential. The “66 plus 33 minus” scoring approach suggests that teachers’
responses to four of eight survey items are in a negatively keyed direction and one of
eight survey items is in a positively keyed direction. Over 96% of all teachers think that
home conditions for students are a factor in their success on the MCAS test. One
hundred percent of teachers in 32 schools agreed or strongly agreed with this statement.
School 21 was the only location where more than 15% of teachers did not consider the
home as a main influence on MCAS test results. Also, over 77% of all the respondents
suggest that MCAS testing is not a meaningful way to improve student learning. The
one positively keyed item is that 75% of all teachers think success on the MCAS test
demands in-depth thinking. One hundred percent of teachers in 8 schools agreed or
strongly agreed with this statement. One hundred percent of teachers in 7 schools
disagreed or strongly disagreed with this statement. The transfer ELC variable score
indicates that MCAS testing may not be effective in promoting learning conditions that
assist students’ efforts to learn well in the future.
Teacher Perception Survey items related to sub-question 3 sought to determine
the extent teachers consider MCAS test results are used to improve student learning.
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The “66 plus 33 minus” scoring approach suggests teachers’ responses to four of six
survey items are in a negatively keyed direction. Response to one of the six TPS items
indicate is in a positively keyed direction. This sub-question resulted in the least
extreme responses. Slightly more than fifty-two percent of teachers suggest that MCAS
test results help teachers improve their instruction. Sixty-seven percent of all teachers
also think students who fail the MCAS test are provided extra attention. One hundred
percent of teachers in 5 schools agreed or strongly agreed with this statement. In 11
schools, over 80% of the teachers in each school did not think extra attention was
provided to students who fail the MCAS test. Teachers do not view the publishing of
MCAS test as positive and overwhelmingly suggest that students should not be kept
back because of failing the MCAS test. The Transfer ELC variable score corresponds
with the last two survey items for this sub-question. Teachers did not consider MCAS
testing better informed or encouraged parents in regards to their child’s learning. The
sequential Effective Learning Condition variable score is higher than any other variable
score. Teachers feel that MCAS testing does somewhat assist their efforts in providing
sequential, step-by-step learning to students. Still, the purpose and feedback ELC
scores indicate that MCAS testing may not contribute to those conditions that lead to
curriculum which is meaningful and/or likely to provide teachers with needed
information to improve the learning of all students.
The use of external demands to change the internal systems of schools is
detailed in the review of literature. In Massachusetts, MCAS testing is being used to
hold school districts accountable and to improve the academic achievement of students.
Lieberman (1982) discusses the tensions involved in school improvement efforts that
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are mandated from a distance. She suggests the major tension “is the strain between the
mandate (the plan or improvement) and the social reality of the teacher in the
classroom” (p. 266). Subsequently, mandated policies that focus on test outcomes alone
are “not very useful for helping with the complexity of teaching and learning” (p.268).
The research findings suggest that MCAS testing may support such negative tensions.
Teachers think MCAS testing is not a positive influence on students’ attitudes toward
learning and is not a primary reason students reach their full academic potential.
Finally, the MCAS test appears to inhibit certain learning conditions that would assist
teachers’ efforts to improve the learning of all children and youth.

Research Question 3
What do upper elementary teachers report to be the positive and negative
impacts of MCAS testing on curriculum and instruction?
Sub-questions:
• What do elementary teachers report is the positive impact of MCAS testing on
improving curriculum?
• What do elementary teachers report is the negative impact of MCAS testing on
improving curriculum?
• What do elementary teachers report is the positive impact of MCAS testing on
improving instruction?
• What do elementary teachers report is the negative impact of MCAS testing on
improving instruction?
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Teacher Perception Survey Data
Listed below are the survey items that were administered to gather data for
answering research question three and its sub-questions. The sub-question is listed, and
the total percentage of teacher responses to specific survey items is provided in a
dichotomous format. The data is listed in this manner to determine if teachers
responded to a particular item in a keyed direction (strongly agree/agree or
disagree/strongly disagree). The “66 plus 33 minus” scoring approach is utilized so as
to provide a measure regarding the intensity of teacher responses toward specific TPS
items.
Sub-questions 1 and 2: What do elementary teachers report is the
positive/negative impact of MCAS testing on improving curriculum.
Sub-questions 3 and 4: What do elementary teachers report to be the
positive/negative impact of MCAS testing on improving instruction?
These data suggest that teachers view MCAS testing as having a more negative
than positive impacts on improving curriculum and instruction. Teachers view the
MCAS test as being more helpful in improving curriculum than instruction. Overall,
they report MCAS testing to be a negative impact on improving instruction.

Teacher Perception Interview Data
Two separate interview questions on the TPI were utilized to collect information for
this major research question. They are as follows:
1) What are the positive and negative impacts of MCAS testing on improving
curriculum?
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Table 19. Impact of MCAS Testing on Curriculum
TPS ITEM

Strongly Agree/
Agree

/

The MCAS test increases the use of
memorization as a way to promote
learning.

40.7%

MCAS testing encourages teachers to pay
attention to individual student interests.

14.2%

Disagree/
Strongly
Disagree
59.3%

85.8%

The MCAS test makes curriculum more
rigorous.

77.6%

22.4%

Teachers give attention to subjects not
included on the MCAS test.

59.6%

40.3%

Teachers are pressured to align curriculum
with MCAS test questions.

96.1%

3.9%

Eliminating MCAS testing would weaken
the curriculum taught in the classroom.

16.9%

83.1%

The MCAS test encourages teachers to set
high expectations for all students.

66.6%

33.4%

Students clearly understand the purpose of
MCAS testing.

10.6%

89.4%

MCAS testing fosters the development of
creative curriculum.

9.7%

90.35
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Table 20. Impact of MCAS Testing on Instruction
TPS ITEM

Strongly Agree/
Agree

Teachers drill students on questions that
may be included on the MCAS test.

80.5%

The MCAS test encourages teachers to
improve their instruction.

56.6%

The MCAS hinders teachers from paying
attention to individual differences of
students.

Disagree/
Strongly
Disagree
19.5%

43.4%

71.9%

28.1%

MCAS testing results in “teaching to the
test.”

89.6%

10.4%

MCAS test results are an effective way to
evaluate teaching.

4.9%

95.1%

The MCAS test takes away valuable time
from important learning in the classroom.

84.3%

15.7%

Due to MCAS testing teachers spend time
helping students learn test taking skills.

96.7%

3.3%

The MCAS test helps teachers determine
what is important to teach.

26.8%

73.2%

2) What are the positive and negative impacts of MCAS testing on improving
instruction?
The data collected from these two questions is listed in four separate sections.
Specifically, the positive and negative impacts of MCAS testing on improving
curriculum are described. Next, the positive and negative impacts of MCAS testing on
improving instruction are presented.
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Positive Impacts of MCAS Testing on Improving Curriculum
Six themes emerged from the data that can be used to explain teachers’
perceptions of the positive impacts of MCAS testing on improving curriculum. Each
theme is listed and corresponding comments that were shared by teachers are provided.
Within each theme, the total number of comments made by teachers is listed. Some of
the themes were not selected based on the number of statements provided. Rather, what
was said by teachers was particularly compelling and useful for answering the research
question.

Curriculum Alignment
Twenty-three statements fit into this theme. Teachers believed MCAS was
useful in getting everyone “on the same page.” In particular, references were made
about how “everyone across the state is following the frameworks.”
One teacher commented that MCAS “forced us to teach what we have to and not
what we want to teach.” Subsequently, teachers focus on covering the frameworks at
their particular grade level. It was suggested that new teachers were provided guidance
in what to teach due to the MCAS test.
In some cases, teachers suggested that it was the Frameworks and not
necessarily the MCAS test that resulted in curriculum alignment. This view was
reinforced by a teacher that said the alignment of the Frameworks decreased the
learning gaps for schools with a transient student population. One teacher also
commented that “everyone in Massachusetts has a set curriculum and the same
opportunity to excel, even if the test is less than perfect .” Another teacher preferred to
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consider the Frameworks and not MCAS as the positive cause to improvements in
curriculum. To her, the frameworks are a good benchmark. Yet, when you translate the
discussion to MCAS, it becomes about pressure to students. In turn, the students
become very antsy and now always ask if “this is going to be on MCAS.” To one
teacher, MCAS made sure that different schools and districts are on the same page.
This was seen as helpful if kids move to another school. The Frameworks were seen to
ensure this, and the teacher was “not sure if the test was eliminated that this would not
continue.”
A teacher thought the MCAS test helped her become more structured in
curriculum that was taught, especially in social studies and science. It encouraged her
to stay on task because there was certain information that had to be covered.
One teacher liked that the MCAS test has placed more emphasis on a uniform
approach to teaching the curriculum. Still, she felt that MCAS had nothing to do with
being creative. The Frameworks provided guidelines and it was up to the teacher to be
creative or not.

Enhanced Curriculum
Nine statements fit into this theme. It was suggested that MCAS testing made
one teacher better at teaching math and writing. An increased emphasis on the writing
curriculum was mentioned often by teachers. One teacher suggested that “our writing
curriculum is more focused even though the curriculum is changing by the minute ”
One teacher commented that MCAS had led to more emphasis on teaching students
how to write a long composition. In turn, some editing and proofreading skills were
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taught earlier. Several teachers had incorporated the writing rubric into the curriculum.
One writing teacher said she spent lots of time on the personal narrative and teaching
open-ended questions. One teacher thought the core curriculum for science was right
/

for fourth graders and that MCAS brought back problem solving to the math
curriculum.

Accountability
Eight comments fit into this theme. Interview participants suggested that MCAS
held teachers accountable who are not covering what is required of them. Also,
teachers “have to buy into the curriculum regardless of what they think.” In the end,
teachers are responsible for teaching certain topics and the scores come back to
represent each school and in essence, individual teachers.
In one instance, it was suggested that teachers have to be held accountable for
the consequences of what they teach. Additionally, if a teacher consistently has
students that fail, he or she should be removed. It was stated that MCAS is based on the
Frameworks. According to the teacher, this “makes sure you do what you need to do at
your grade level and that does not always happen.”
One teacher said MCAS was a “wake up call.” He said it forces people to talk
about what is important and allows for parents to complain when schools are not doing
well. To him, this increased the democratic process.
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Data Sharing
Six comments fit into this theme. Teachers think that MCAS testing promotes
more sharing of data about students. Subsequently, teachers can stay focused on
specific needs of students and narrow down the curriculum for promoting certain skills.
Also, there is more teacher discussion about the curriculum.
Test scores that increased or decreased were seen as useful in making changes to
the curriculum. MCAS was seen by one teacher as a means for identifying weaknesses
in students from year to year.

Critical Thinking
Three comments fit into this theme. MCAS was seen useful at the 5th grade
level due to it being based on “why” questions. Another teacher suggested that MCAS
“does make children use higher level thinking skills.” One teacher thought MCAS
forced teachers to go more in-depth on certain concepts.

Test-Taking Skills
Three comments fit into this theme. In some cases, teachers were encouraged to
teach more test taking skills due to MCAS. Teachers acknowledged that this was both
positive and negative. Still, another teacher suggested that she was better at teaching to
the test and teaching test taking skills. One teacher said that it was “important that kids
know how to take tests because tests are a part of life.”
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Negative Impacts of MCAS Testing on Improving Curriculum
Seven themes emerged from the data that can be used to explain teachers’
perceptions of the negative impacts of MCAS testing on improving curriculum. Each
theme is listed and corresponding comments that were shared by teachers are provided.
Within each theme, the total number of comments made by teachers is listed. Some of
the themes were not selected based on the number of statements provided. Rather, what
was said by teachers was particularly compelling and useful for answering the research
question.

Too Much Too Fast
Forty-two statements fit into this theme. Specific references were made
regarding the loss of teaching time to cover the mandated curriculum. This was due to
the preparation for and administration of MCAS. It was stated that there is “real
pressure to get all the material covered.” Teachers were overwhelmed by the amount of
standards to be taught. The testing itself required that too much information be covered.
In turn, necessary background information was left out. In the end, not all that is taught
is tested and testing is done on material before it is even taught. The amount of
curriculum that teachers were asked to cover was deemed “unrealistic” and does not
consider the last six weeks of school are not available for covering material on the test.
One teacher suggested that the fourth grade curriculum was a “mile wide and an inch
deep.”
Social studies was one subject that particularly frustrated teachers. One teacher
summed up the sentiment of many others by stating the following: “Social studies is an
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absolute nightmare. We are being told what to do and are still having the standards
change so much. We teach something and then it is gone and never used again.
You just get settled in and the curriculum is changed. Teachers are not willing to invest
everything if curriculum in the 3rd and 4th grades keeps changing.”
In some cases, teachers used back-dated social studies books while students
were being held to standards and curriculum that is not taught. Further, teachers voiced
displeasure in that they spend money on materials for particular topics and then can not
use them again because the standards change.
One teacher expressed her frustration that all sorts of preparation is done to
prepare students and then the language arts and math questions do not match what was
taught. This caused teachers to consider the MCAS test to be a “guessing game” and “a
moving target.” Teachers complained that much of the curriculum that is covered in
Social Studies and Science is not even covered on the MCAS test.
Questions were raised about the link between covering the required curriculum
and its impact in improving the overall quality of learning. In turn, MCAS may change
the curriculum but not improve it. Further, one teacher that made this comment thought
the curriculum would soon change again and make the test even more difficult to figure
out.

Mile Wide, Inch Deep
Twenty statements fit into this theme. With so much pressure to cover all the
frameworks by April, the pace of introducing the curriculum was too fast for some
teachers. There was not enough time to immerse the children in the material, and the
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curriculum is stifled. Also, if a particular curriculum topic is not on MCAS, teachers
wait to cover it until June.
One teacher commented that “there is not a lot of room for creativity and other
projects. You know conversations can lead to other learning experiences but you have
to stop it and say we can’t take it that way.” To one teacher, MCAS does not allow for
flexibility in the classroom and inhibits creativity. MCAS “takes away what children
remember about being in school.” Due to MCAS, “the spontaneous is gone...when you
could teach for the moment.”
MCAS created a lack of depth as it relates to improving curriculum. Elementary
students were seen as needing time to explore curriculum topics in-depth in order to
gain mastery and understanding of topics. One teacher thought that with “less thinking
and doing” and “more memorization and spitting back of facts” students may get the
right answer on the MCAS test but not really know the concept.
For one teacher, the content of the social studies curriculum had become about
memorization. Half the year is spent memorizing geography facts and the other half
covering ancient civilizations.

Developmentally Inappropriate
Nineteen statements fit into this theme. The test itself was criticized as being
developmentally inappropriate. It forced curriculum based on abstract thinking for
children who are in a concrete stage. Higher level subjects such as learning about the
constitution were deemed inappropriate and more suited for college level students. It
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was suggested that students are being asked to learn about ancient civilizations when
they do not even know what city or state they live in.
MCAS was deemed as discouraging for special education students and that the
vocabulary on the MCAS test is often to blame for some of this problem. One teacher
commented that special education students are unable to demonstrate what has been
learned. This is because accommodations used on a daily basis can not be incorporated
into the testing situation. In a sense, the test is handed to these students and then
teachers have to say, “I can’t help you.” To one teacher, this was not what the
classroom and the real world was about. The format of the test, the vocabulary used on
questions, and a lack of accommodations were seen as not giving special education
students “a fighting chance” to pass the test.
The reading levels of MCAS on the Math portions were criticized as being too
high level and containing questions that were not even appropriate for some adults.
One teacher viewed MCAS as a “glorified vocabulary test” that promoted “drill and
kill.” This teacher suggested that another colleague broke the MCAS test down and
found out the important vocabulary words. This teacher’s class became teaching about
vocabulary words and application of other material was non-existent. Students with
reading problems were seen as being stressed out and disadvantaged by the MCAS test.
The reading portions on the language arts and math sections were viewed as lengthy and
confusing.
The length of test was criticized as being too long. Even high performing
students were seen to have difficulty with the format of the MCAS test. One teacher
explained that a high performing student took “two hours planning and organizing the
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writing sample and then just cried and cried because she could not finish the work in
one day.”

Teaching to the Test
Sixteen statements fit into this theme. Teachers suggested that more time is
spent teaching test taking skills. In fact, one teacher suggested that MCAS testing
“forces us to teach test taking skills” as part of the curriculum. Another teacher said,
“we definitely teach to the test.”
One teacher suggested that the Department of Education told their teachers to
teach to the test to improve scores. It was suggested that to a large degree you must
teach to the test or you will get reprimanded. Teaching the whole child may be the
priority, but MCAS demands you teach specific skills on the test. An example is that
one teacher suggested the five paragraph essay is taught instead of creative writing. In
turn, “this only shows we went through the process and does not necessarily mean a
student is a good writer.”
One teacher found it rather disheartening that so much test preparation was
being done with her third graders. She thought that the students were far too young to
encounter this type of curriculum.
Test preparation was seen as a direct consequence of the pressure that is put on
kids to pass the test. For one teacher this meant doing things in the classroom that
would not be done without the test. This includes giving “more sample test questions so
that kids will do well.” Still, the teacher thought this was not “worth the time if the test
did not exist.”
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In another case, it was suggested that those students who struggle in their
learning often develop “a more negative opinion of themselves due to preparation for
MCAS.”

High Stakes/High Stress
Twelve statements fit into this theme. Teachers pointed out that MCAS testing
caused much stress for themselves and students. In particular, the high stakes nature of
the test where one test determines so much was the root of this stress. In one case, a
teacher criticized that a developmental learning philosophy was being promoted by the
state but contradicted by high-stakes testing. Testing, then, was not about the kids but
about what teachers are doing.
A teacher commented that English as a second language (ESL) and special
education students are especially impacted negatively by the MCAS test. One teacher
from an urban setting thought MCAS negatively impacted students’ self-esteem. She
suggested that the MCAS test “tells students how stupid of a person they are at the 3rd,
iL

aL

4 , and 5 grade level.” In one particular school, discussion about MCAS began at the
beginning of the school year. This is done to lower students’ stress levels. One teacher
commented that a half-hour is often needed to answer one MCAS test question and was
not sure if a fourth grader was capable of staying on task so long. To this teacher, such
scenarios lead to crying afterwards and comments such as “I am so stupid.”
Some teachers suggest that they are constantly pushing to cover the curriculum
and that increases their own and students’ stress levels. In the end, “exposure and not
mastery” becomes the goal.
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All Children are Different
Twelve statements fit into this theme. One teacher suggested that students are
different in their needs. Some of their kids come from affluent families where other
ones are from low income families with single moms. MCAS does not allow for such
differences to be recognized so that the curriculum can help them all to learn.
It was pointed out that the MCAS test does not adequately measure how much a
student may have progressed from the beginning of the year to the end. It was
suggested that two students could end up with the same score but have different levels
of improvement. Also, a “student can make progress and work as hard as he can” and
still be unable to pass the MCAS test.
One teacher found it difficult to see how MCAS improved curriculum when
demographics are so perfectly correlated with the MCAS results. Specifically, this
teacher found it unsettling that high social economic status (SES) was equated with high
scores and vice versa.

Lack of Local Choice
Ten statements fit into this theme. MCAS testing was seen to “limit curriculum
and individual schools focusing on what is important to their community.” The teacher
who made this comment went on to explain that “some common material is needed but
what is taught in one community is different than what is needed in other. Education
needs to be responsive to kids’ needs and MCAS got away from it.” One example came
from an inner city school teacher. She said that her kids bring so much more baggage to
school and there is less time to cover the curriculum.
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One teacher thought it was difficult when the development of curriculum
becomes a “political football” and educators at the local school level lose control over
this process. MCAS moves the curriculum away from children.
To one participant, the curriculum had evolved into bits of information that is
crammed into the students. MCAS testing negatively impacted learning that develops
from a student’s general curiosity and motivation. MCAS determined the curriculum
but for some students this was an ineffective means for improving their learning.
One teacher was quite blunt in his assessment between the link of MCAS and
politics. This teacher suggested a “hidden agenda” from the right wing of the political
spectrum that was seeking to dismantle public schools as we know them. The teacher
thought that those making the political decisions have the resources to send their kids to
private schools and know that resources make a difference in improving student
learning. In the end, the “harassment and political payback involved with MCAS”
made it “very demoralizing to be a teacher and it is getting worse.”
In one case, a teacher responded to a positive comment about MCAS test scores
holding teachers’ accountable. This teacher suggested that the scores were not always
the teachers’ fault.
These data suggest that teachers view MCAS testing as having a more negative
than positive impact on improving curriculum. Although a similar amount of themes
emerged for both positive and negative impacts, far more responses fell into the
negative themes. Teachers feel there is too much material to cover and creativity in the
curriculum is hampered by MCAS testing. Also, the largest amount of comments that
fell into the positive curriculum alignment category appears not to be necessarily due to
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MCAS testing. Instead, teachers suggested that the curriculum frameworks may be
more responsible for such improvements. Teacher Perception Survey data is a bit more
mixed when compared to the interview data. MCAS testing is seen to make curriculum
more rigorous and results in high expectations for all students. Still, teachers feel that
MCAS testing does not foster creative curriculum in the classroom.

Positive Impact of MCAS Testing on Improving Instruction
Seven themes emerged from the data that can be used to explain teachers’
perceptions of the positive impacts of MCAS testing on improving instruction. Each
theme is listed and corresponding comments that were shared by teachers are provided.
Within each theme, the total number of comments made by teachers is listed. Some of
the themes were not selected based on the number of statements provided. Rather, what
was said by teachers was particularly compelling and useful for answering the research
question.

Aligning Instruction
Fourteen statements fit into this theme. MCAS testing helped one teacher get at
essential questions that needed to be covered on particular units. One teacher said
alignment was a good thing and that there are now more specific topics that had to be
covered. She suggested that social studies was now more about recall and that kids are
asked to think deeply. Math instruction was seen as being improved by one teacher.
Another teacher commented that since it is known what is going to be on the test,
instruction can be geared to covering this material. With the standards being spelled out
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more, instruction has improved. According to one teacher, the alignment of curriculum
to state standards has led to improved instruction. In a different school, a teacher said
that it was positive that MCAS was “forcing teachers to align the curriculum.” This
type of “greater conformity” made teachers look more carefully at the curriculum and
frameworks while providing instruction. In turn, teachers can not just teach what
interests them but “instead learn new things because they keep changing the
curriculum.” MCAS told teachers what they should teach and a standardized
curriculum across the state helped transient students. One teacher said a more common
vocabulary is now used amongst the staff.

Improved Writing
Six statements fit into this theme. A teacher said that written expression had
improved. Writing instruction was seen as being more organized and in turn making
instruction better. Students had to explain in words what they are doing with numbers
and this was seen to increase their understanding of the processes involved. A teacher
at a self-identified high scoring school said that more focus is put on writing and
“before we never pushed it as much. It is now across the curriculum. We write more
open responses and we never realized how well the children could write.” Her
colleague commented that children are asked to write in social studies and science, and
students do not groan as much. In one case, the new emphasis on writing promoted
higher level thinking skills. This is because students had to put their answers in writing.
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If/But
Five statements fit into this theme. Several teachers had positive comments that
were followed by a “but” or “if” They did find that MCAS helped improve instruction
but had some reservations about some of its impact.
One teacher commented that the writing curriculum now benefited teachers.
The standards in writing had improved this teacher’s delivery and students’ overall
writing. Then, the teacher objected to the way in which the writing curriculum “is
forced on students and that (teachers) can’t make it more pleasant.” There was concern
about the way the writing prompts took the personalization out of writing.
Another teacher said that MCAS testing made teachers focus on writing and
literacy as a classroom, school, and district, if done by the standards. Still, this teacher
did not like the subjectiveness of the scoring. One teacher thought the language arts
curriculum was more age appropriate. Another teacher quickly interrupted and said that
the development and appropriateness of these standards were a problem.
A teacher thought that MCAS put teachers and schools on the same page and
helped those students who go from one school to the next. Still, this teacher thought the
MCAS and frameworks did not necessarily match. One teacher commented that the
frameworks had created positive changes in classroom instruction. It was seen as
helpful in that special education students were now included more in classroom
instruction. At the same time, this increased their frustration, because they were not
cognitively at the same level of the rest of the class.
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Teaching to the Test: Part 2
Five statements fit into this theme. One teacher said that the MCAS test made
classroom instruction based on test preparation. In fact, this teacher said the solution to
MCAS is keeping in mind what the test is going to ask. By saving copies of old MCAS
tests, a teacher could determine a majority of the questions on the next test. This
teacher said that if “you know what is being tested. ..you cover it.” The teacher
continued and said some teachers spent half the year on certain topics depending on
their administration and if it will be tested.
Another teacher said that kids are now provided test-taking skills and this gave
students the confidence to answer essays and do well on the test. This preparation was
quite specific and often entailed “lots of drilling on the content of questions.” This was
done because the students “will get pounded” if they do not answer a question exactly
as it is asked.
At several schools, the writing rubric was plugged right into the classroom.
During the year, one teacher collected data on certain sample questions and helped
students focus on those questions that present difficulty. In turn, specific skills could be
addressed.

Cover Your Tail
Five statements fit into this theme. One teacher said that higher expectations
now existed for students, and teachers are held more accountable for their instruction.
One teacher says she hated to teach geometry but now covers it because of MCAS.
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After School Resources
One statement fits into this theme. After school programs for those who fail
MCAS where seen as a positive. Special books that started at a student’s reading level
were available. Though, the teacher who made this comment came from an inner city
school and said this was not enough for those students who fail the MCAS.
No Real Negative
One statement fits into this theme. One teacher saw no real negative with
MCAS and instead teaches with the rubric in mind. It became part of the curriculum as
does scanning and how to answer open-ended questions.

Negative Impacts of MCAS on Improving Instruction
Five themes emerged from the data that can be used to explain teachers’
perceptions of the negative impacts of MCAS testing on improving instruction. Each
theme is listed and corresponding comments that were shared by teachers are provided.
Within each theme, the total number of comments made by teachers is listed. Some of
the themes were not selected based on the number of statements provided. Rather, what
was said by teachers was particularly compelling and useful for answering the research
question.

Instruction Gone Wrong
Forty-eight statements fit into this theme. There were multiple reasons why
teachers viewed MCAS as being a negative influence on improving instruction. The
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reasons include the following: MCAS was seen to limit creativity and provide less
opportunity to explore topics in-depth. Some topics had to be eliminated or not
covered. It was more difficult to teach to the needs of individual students. Finally,
there was too much to cover, and the pace of instruction was too fast.
One teacher said that much more time is spent after hours correcting and
preparing work. In addition, this teacher said she spent “so much longer just cramming
stuff in” the students’ heads.
MCAS was seen as not being developmental^ appropriate. One teacher said it
had “caused me to teach writing in a different way than in the past which worked.” Due
to MCAS, this teacher moves straight to multiple paragraphs after teaching paragraph
writing. She did not see the detail and depth that she wanted and saw in the past. She
“felt pushed to abandon (her) teaching style in order to get scores up.” One teacher
wanted to be able to allow students a chance for more creative writing but instead
focused on writing prompts.
Instruction was seen to involve less hands-on activities. The teacher who made
this comment thought this impacted many of the students who learn through their hands.
With so much change in the curriculum, one teacher was not sure what to teach. It
bothered one teacher that so much time was spent aligning and realigning the
curriculum due to the constant changes in the frameworks.
One teacher thought that her students should be focusing on the United States
and where they live and were not developmental^ ready for instruction that is based on
teaching about the past. One school was criticized for an immigration program that was
taught. Once it went back into the frameworks, it suddenly became valid again. This
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created a situation where teachers and students had to focus on new topics and then
drop them because of the change in the frameworks.
One teacher said there was nothing positive about MCAS. It made instruction
move quickly and topics could not be covered in depth. Instead, there was so much
emphasis on memory. Outside learning experiences were being stopped and less time
was used to teach social studies and science. Another teacher said topics were being
skipped that kids would enjoy. Also, the time to teach the little things that students
need to know such as how to be a better person, health issues, and cursive are
decreased.
Preparation for the MCAS test was seen to create superficial instruction and less
time on other subjects such as science and technology. The term “drill and kill” was
used to described instruction based on learning vocabulary for the test.
The teaching style had been changed for one teacher and took out the creativity
in instruction. This teacher suggested that “by the time it is all over, all 5th graders will
look alike” and she was not sure if this is “necessarily a good thing.”
It was suggested by teachers in one school that kids struggled with their math
facts because teachers “are skimping on the basics and now 4th graders are not
comfortable with doing multiplication and division.”
One teacher thought that the fifth grade curriculum guidelines were at a college
level. In his opinion, “even if you covered the curriculum every second of the day, you
would still not cover it all.” He thought that many legislators would have trouble
passing the social studies portion because the emphasis is on facts that are difficult to
remember.
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A teacher suggested that MC AS had not “improved instruction at all” and had
“narrowed our instruction.” A teacher said that although they are compelled to cover
more, instruction was not improved. A teacher in the same group added to this
comment by saying that there is “so much that needs to be taught and you just plow
through it.” Ultimately, time for projects and hands-on activities are limited.

Teaching to a Faulty Test
Nineteen statements fit into this theme. Instruction on test taking skills was seen
to take time away from other important matters. One teacher commented that 9-, 10-,
and 11-year-olds should not be spending so much time taking tests.
Once again teachers commented on the fact that MCAS is a language/
vocabulary-based test and that second language learners and slow readers will not do
well. The test was also seen as insensitive in that demographics are not taken into
consideration.
It was suggested that special education kids were at a disadvantage because no
clarification was allowed on the MCAS test directions. These students do not
understand what is being asked without clarification and could do better if this was
allowed. A teacher was upset that such accommodations occur on a daily basis in the
classroom but not for the MCAS test.
One teacher said that as much as teachers try not too, they have to teach to the
test. This is because the questions are so specific and too difficult for a majority of the
students in her school. One set of teachers in an inner city school showed the researcher
examples of test questions. They stated that a student picked the wrong answer because
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she did not know what a rose bush was in a set of pictures. Different life experiences
limited her ability to respond to test questions.
A teacher felt that the test was designed poorly and not a good assessment of
student learning. It forced her to focus on a level of application that was not appropriate
for the level of her students. She could not focus on basic skills students needed to
learn. This “distorted type of high expectations” was deemed unfortunate.
The math questions were seen as poorly written and at a level that even adults
would have trouble answering them. Also, content was taught at a certain level in first
grade and then students are tested at a higher level than originally taught.
In some cases, teachers taught to the test because not doing so would hurt kids
more than it would help. For instance, one teacher said that she tells her students “this is
not going to be interesting for the next 45 minute but we have to do it... so I will prep
them for the test with sample questions. It decreases creativity in the classroom. Still,
it is not fair not to do test preparation because otherwise kids will panic and not do
well.” Another teacher in the same school said, that many more pre-tests are given and
“much more time is used to prepare for the test than teaching basic skills and critical
thinking.”
The comment of one teacher suggested that instructing kids on how to break
down a test was different than teaching skills that are internalized. To her, learning is
often messy, not clear right away, and good instruction promotes broad thinking. The
MCAS test narrowed this type of approach down and decreased the opportunity for
critical thinking. In turn, the pace alone made no time to build a solid foundation of
understanding.
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A teacher did not like that the MCAS test counts something one year such as
grammar and mechanics and then the next year does not count it. This leads to
improved scores, but the scoring standard is different. To this teacher, it was like
“comparing apples to oranges.” Students are compared year to year instead of
individual student progress being monitored. Each class is different and may be
stronger or weaker academically.

Penalty
Ten statements fit into this theme. A teacher commented on being afraid to do a
play or community service learning due to the test. One teacher suggested that the
punitive nature of MCAS would lead to more retention and higher drop out rates. One
teacher saw the MCAS only as a tool to label schools as good or bad. Those schools
labeled as bad would send kids elsewhere and/or redistrict in response to this scenario.
One teacher commented on friends in other schools who are told that if kids fail a
certain amount of questions that the principal will come and see them about this issue.
One teacher thought that the alignment of curriculum helped with instruction but the
“political ramifications of MCAS eclipse all the positives.” One of these political
ramifications was the use of MCAS to determine who will graduate with a diploma.
One teacher saw this as a “civil rights issue.”
Another teacher suggested that MCAS takes away the creative end of teaching.
A cause of this is that the test requirements change and teachers are afraid to “buck the
system and teach social and community skills in order for students to be contributing
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members of society.” Instead, “instruction is dictated and there is not much time to
teach things others or you deem important.”

/

Too Much Pressure
Seven statements fit into this theme. MCAS was seen to be a “cold slap in the
face” for students and did not help instruction to be built on those experiences you want
kids to have at such an early stage. Kids are labeled in a way that makes them feel like
failures now and in the future. The pressure was also on teachers. One teacher
commented, “I have been teaching a long time and I don’t like the direction this is all
going. Learning is supposed to be fun and MCAS makes this harder.” Another teacher
said, “school is not fun anymore, not just for the kids but for us.”
One particular teacher was very clear that he was not happy about MCAS and at
the end of the interview said, “thank you for letting me get that off my chest. We play
the game as teachers. MCAS has not changed me. I ignore it. If I am required to
attend a workshop, I do. But I don’t prepare kids for MCAS.”

What to do With the Test Results?
Seven statements fit into this theme. A teacher commented that the test is
useless for improving his instruction. This was because test questions are published
after the fact. One teacher was extremely frustrated that for two years in a row no
meaningful results were provided for social studies. He thought that just getting a
number back was not useful and there is no feedback even if you wanted to change your
instruction. One teacher commented that, “we don’t get the results until November of
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the following year. It would be nice to get them on time. The kids are now dispersed
and it is hard to figure out what to improve.”
One teacher commented that you already knew before the test which students
would pass or not and that there were no surprises. At the same time, she and her
colleagues were amazed that a school with a similar population did so well on the test.
They suggested that the teachers at this school were cheating. One teacher went on to
say, “we all know how to manipulate test taking, but saying to students ‘not b-c’ is not
one of those strategies.”
One teacher said that she spent much time re-teaching a skill based on results
from an earlier class. She did not like that after all of this work there was “not even one
thing on the test to see if they learned the skill.”
These data suggest that teachers report more extreme responses toward the
negative impacts of MCAS testing on instruction than positive ones. Teachers do like
the fact that curriculum and instruction are more aligned. Still, the pressures of MCAS
appear to create negative instructional trends. Teacher Perception Survey data
corresponds with this interview data in that MCAS seems to be taking away valuable
time from important learning in the classroom.

Summary for Research Question 3
The data suggest that teachers perceive more extreme negative impacts than
positive impacts of MCAS testing on improving curriculum and instruction. In order to
justify this statement, it is important to provide an analysis of the data related to sub¬
questions 1, 2, 3, and 4 for this research question.
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TPS items related to sub-question 1 and 2 sought to determine what teachers
report to be the positive and negative impact of MCAS testing on improving curriculum.
The “66 plus 33 minus” scoring approach suggests that teachers responded to five of
nine TPS items in a keyed direction that was negative. Teachers responded to two of
nine TPS items in a keyed direction that was positive. It is important to note that a little
more than 83% of respondents suggest that eliminating MCAS testing will not weaken
the curriculum taught in the classroom. A hundred percent of teachers in 12 schools
agreed or strongly agreed with this statement. In school 10, 57% of the teachers
thought eliminating MCAS testing would weaken the curriculum. This represented the
largest percentage of teachers that thought this was true. Over 90% of all teachers do
not think MCAS testing fosters the development of creative curriculum. One hundred
percent of teachers in 22 schools agreed or strongly agreed with this statement. Only
schools 23, 25, and 36 had 33% or more teachers who thought MCAS testing
encourages creative curriculum. Seventy-eight percent of all teachers appear to
consider MCAS as a useful tool to making curriculum more rigorous. One hundred
percent of all teachers in 11 schools agreed or strongly agreed with this statement. One
hundred percent of teachers in 6 schools thought MCAS was not a useful tool in making
curriculum rigorous. Survey data also indicate that the MCAS test encourages teachers
to set high standards for all students. Though, interview data suggest the high stakes
nature of the test creates negative pressure on teachers and students. Teachers also feel
as if there is a lack of depth to their teaching due to test preparation. Teachers do feel
that curriculum and instruction are now more closely aligned. This may be due more to
the implementation of the curriculum frameworks than MCAS testing itself.
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Sub-questions 3 and 4 sought to determine what teachers report to be the
positive and negative impact of MCAS testing on improving instruction. The “66 plus
33 minus” scoring approach suggests that teachers responded to seven of eight survey
items in a keyed direction that was negative. Teaching to the test and test preparation
skills are seen as a key part of instruction. Ninety-percent of all teachers think MCAS
testing results in “teaching to the test.” One hundred percent of teachers in 21 schools
agreed or strongly agreed with this statement. In school 31, 38% of the respondents
represented the largest total of teachers that suggested MCAS testing does not result in
teaching to the test. Slightly more than 95% of teachers feel that MCAS test results are
not an effective way to evaluate teaching. One hundred percent of teachers in 27
schools agreed or strongly agreed with this statement. In School 7, 22% of the teachers
provided the most extreme responses for those respondents that considered MCAS test
results as useful for evaluating teaching. Eighty-four percent of all teachers think that
MCAS testing takes away valuable time for important learning in the classroom. One
hundred percent of teachers in 12 schools agreed or strongly agreed with this statement.
School 31 was the only school where more than 33% of teachers thought MCAS testing
did not take time away from important learning. Teacher Perception Interview data
reveal that MCAS test construction and different student learning profiles may cause
MCAS test scores to be based on other factors than classroom instruction. Also,
teaching to the test may be due to the pressure to raise scores. Interview data also
suggest that more extreme negative than positive reasons are provided regarding
teachers’ views of the influence of the MCAS test on improving instruction.
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An overall analysis of these data suggest that teachers report more negative than
positive impacts of MCAS testing on improving curriculum and instruction. These data
correspond with information in the review of literature on the impact of standardized
testing within schools. MCAS testing appears to narrow the content of the curriculum
of public schools, places negative pressure on students and teachers, and fails to
consider the impact of high stakes testing on students who are not succeeding in school.
Maduas (1999) suggests the view of testing as a “relatively objective and impartial
means of correcting abuses in the system” is short-sighted and that the “negative effects
eventually outweigh the early benefits” (p. 79). He goes further in stating that “when
the teacher’s professional worth is estimated in terms of exam success, teachers will
corrupt the skills measured by reducing them to the level of strategies in which the
examinee is drilled” (p. 83). The data suggest that teachers are teaching to the test and
are under pressure to raise test scores. Curriculum and instruction that leads to
successful and long-lasting school improvement appears to be negated by the negative
consequences of MCAS testing.

Research Question 4
Why do upper elementary teachers prefer to continue or eliminate MCAS testing
as a means for improving student learning?
Sub-questions:
• Why do elementary teachers prefer to continue with MCAS testing as a means for
improving student learning?
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• Why do elementary teachers prefer to eliminate MCAS testing as a means
for improving student learning?

Teacher Perception Survey Data
Listed below are the TPS items that were administered to gather data for
answering research question four and its sub-questions. The sub-question is listed, and
the total percentage of teacher responses to specific survey items is provided in a
dichotomous format (strongly agree/agree or disagree/strongly disagree).
Sub-question 1 and 2: What are common reasons elementary teachers prefer to
continue/eliminate MCAS testing as a means for improving student learning?
These data suggest that teachers prefer to eliminate MCAS testing as a means
for improving student learning. Teachers do not necessarily associate MCAS testing
with the improved quality of schools nor with it being sensitive to individual learners.
A majority of the respondents indicated that teachers would like to eliminate MCAS
testing.

Teacher Perception Interview Data
One interview question on the TPI was utilized to collect information for this
major research question. It is as follows:
1) Do you prefer to continue or eliminate MCAS testing as a means for improving
student learning? Why?
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Table 21. Teachers Preference for Continuing or Eliminating MCAS Testing
TPS ITEM

Strongly Agree/
Agree

The MCAS test is fair to students who are
learning English as a second language.

Disagree/
Strongly
Disagree

3.9%

96.1%

93.8%

6.2%

MCAS test scores are a true indicator of
the quality of our school.

5.8%

94.2%

Teachers would like to eliminate MCAS
testing.

76.5%

23.5%

It takes more than one test to accurately
assess student learning.

99.7%

0.3%

85.8%

14.2%

MCAS testing causes students to be
stressful.

The MCAS test diverts attention away
from other important educational decisions
for helping students learn well.
MCAS testing is an idea that was started
by teachers.

6.5%

93.5%

The MCAS test is fair to special education
students.

3.6%

96.4%

The MCAS test is sensitive to the cultural
background of students.

7.7%

92.3%

MCAS testing is sensitive to individual
differences of students.

1.0%

99.0%

20.4%

79.6%

MCAS testing improves the quality of our
school.
The MCAS test is sensitive to students who
learn at a slow rate.
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98.4%
1.6%

The data collected from this interview question will be listed in the section that
follows. First, the reasons why teachers prefer to continue with MCAS testing will be
described. Next, the reasons why teachers prefer to eliminate MCAS testing as a means
for improving student learning will be reviewed.

Reasons Why Teachers Prefer to Continue with MCAS Testing
Six themes emerged from the data that describe why teachers prefer to continue
with MCAS testing as a means for improving student learning. Each theme is listed and
corresponding comments that were shared by teachers are provided. Within each
theme, the total number of comments made by teachers is listed. Some of the themes
were not selected based on the number of statements provided. Rather, what was said
by teachers was particularly compelling and useful for answering the research question.

If / But
Twenty-one statements fit into this theme. In some cases, teachers stated a
preference to keep MCAS but put conditions on this choice. Although the teachers
participating in this survey were not teaching tenth graders, they indicated their
preference for keeping the MCAS test as long as it was not linked to graduation.
The MCAS test was seen as a means for holding teachers accountable and to
avoid having “some teachers slack off’ and “skip certain parts.

Yet, a teacher from

another school who wanted to keep MCAS was not sure if it held teachers accountable.
Instead, so much time in staff meetings is spent talking about MCAS to the detriment of
other important topics. This teacher said the test “still needed to be modified.
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Another teacher suggested that keeping MCAS was fine as long as it became a
minimum competency test. It was thought that the test should be kept as long as the
multiple choice questions, which measure memory, were eliminated. Instead, more
reading comprehension questions should be included.
Teachers thought that some of the difficulties with the MCAS test construction
and format could be eliminated by using a panel of elementary and secondary level
teachers to assess the developmental level and clarity of questions. One teacher would
keep MCAS if it was a fair indicator and allowed for clarification like a classroom
lesson.
One teacher liked some parts of the MCAS test but wanted alternate methods to
assess students to be available. MCAS would be the gateway assessment. If students
did not pass, alternate testing would be the next step. Another teacher wanted to keep
MCAS but thought it was unfortunate that kids would be penalized because “they come
from a school system that was not meeting their needs.”
It was suggested that preparing students for the test was acceptable but also a
reality that some students can not take and pass tests. The SAT was cited as an example
of this. Some students do well and some do not on the SAT or MCAS, but it is not
always a good indicator of how much has been learned.
Three teachers in one school all provided “if’ statements regarding the idea of
keeping MCAS. They would prefer to keep the MCAS if it was fairer to special
education students, English as a second language students, and those individuals with
different needs and abilities. The second and third teacher would keep MCAS if it was

161

not the sole indicator of a child’s progress and if other assessments would be used to
judge such progress.

Accountability for Alignment
Seven statements fit into this theme. A teacher suggested that MCAS provided
accountability and structure. By keeping the MCAS, it made sure all teachers covered
the same curriculum. Still, this teacher said she was not at the high school level with all
the controversy so it made her decision easier.
One teacher liked the fact that MCAS had “hammered education and those
schools with no standards.” He thought that regardless where a child goes to school he
or she deserved a good education. One teacher would like to see everyone responsible
for MCAS. She thought that since math was only tested at the 4th and 6th grade level
that 5th grade teachers could take off from teaching the standards.
One teacher hated to see no type of testing and that the basics had been lost.
MCAS was seen as a means to getting teachers “back on track.” One teacher suggested
that a “state assessment on applied learning is a good thing.. .that is where MCAS
actually matches the frameworks.” A teacher thought that MCAS had very ambitious
open-ended questions. As well, students should write to prompts and MCAS was one
way to assess this type of skill.

Strengths and Weaknesses
Four statements fit into this theme. It was suggested that MCAS should be kept
because it does “identify students you assume are doing well.” MCAS allowed
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educators to see what students are having trouble with in school. It also showed parents
how their child was doing in school.

MC AS is Not Bad
Three statements fit into this theme. One teacher said that she had done lots of
prep work for MCAS and that the kids say it was not as bad as they thought it would be.
She mentioned that the fifth graders had testing nervousness at the beginning but once
the test was over they forget about it. Though, this teacher said the third graders did
talk about it a lot, because they had not taken the MCAS test yet.

Reality for Parents
One statement fits into this theme. A teacher said that MCAS should be kept
because it was a dose of reality for some parents.

Inclusion of Special Education Students
One statement fits into this theme. One teacher liked that special education
students were now being included in more classroom instruction.

Reasons Why Teachers Prefer to Eliminate MCAS Testing
Six themes emerged from the data that describe why teachers prefer to eliminate
MCAS testing as a means for improving student learning. Each theme is listed and
corresponding comments that were shared by teachers are provided. Within each
theme, the total number of comments made by teachers is listed. Some of the themes
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were not selected based on the number of statements provided. Rather, what was said
by teachers was particularly compelling and useful for answering the research question.

Test Characteristics H
Forty-three statements were made that fit into this theme. One reason teachers
wanted to eliminate MCAS testing was that the test questions were not realistic for the
reading level of students. Once again the reading level of math questions was seen as
not being fair. For this reason, teachers raised questions regarding the test’s validity.
One teacher thought that it was not feasible to briefly pass over a subject in the
third grade and then expect a student in fifth grade to answer detailed questions about
this subject.
MCAS was not seen to be about academics but instead test taking ability.
Students that are not independent learners and in turn, do not go back and follow the
test directions exactly would have difficulty. Further, the test questions move from
comprehension to spelling to grammar and this made for a confusing format. This
again led to questioning the validity of test. A teacher asked, “are students missing
questions because of the set-up of MCAS or because they don’t know?” Also, the
questions on the test were seen to be ambiguous and poorly written. Teachers thought
potential right answers were judged to be wrong and the questions were “set up very
tricky so even an adult could not answer.”
The match between the questions and the standards were seen as suspect. Much
better tests were thought to be available that are age appropriate, test important skills.
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and provide accommodations for wider range of learners. The money spent on MCAS
was seen to be too much, because MCAS was not even related to the Frameworks.
Teachers did not like that accommodations that are used on a daily basis by even
regular education kids are not allowed during the testing. In some cases, the use of read
aloud techniques or book marks were needed for some students to learn best. Yet, this
can not be done during testing. Due to the use of one type of testing to fit all types of
learners, it was thought MCAS “ties the hands” of many students.
A teacher said that if all of the fourth graders across the state scored below
average and this occurred over time, then it was important to look at the expectations of
the test and see if they are realistic.
A teacher suggested the test needed to be revamped due to it being biased. The
reading sections should be at a 4th grade level for those students and not a 12th grade
level like it had been in the past. Another teacher thought the MCAS test was culturally
biased. For instance, her students did not know the aesthetic value of a fireplace or
what a rose bush looked like. The MCAS test included items that asked about these
topics. The multiple step math problems were seen as inappropriate for even some
adults.
A teacher from a school with low MCAS scores said that “those promoting the
test need to get real and see what conditions are really like in our school.” There was a
big need to design a test that assesses “real learning in the schools.” One teacher felt
that the MCAS test questions were confusing and badly written. The test “was not valid
or reliable”, and teachers and students in this school were constantly finding flaws in
the test. The state was holding students to standards that were not being assessed fairly.
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In one school, parents were sent questions on the MCAS test. Comments came
back about the wording of the questions and how poorly the test is developed. This was
done to make parents aware of what is being asked on the test.
It was thought MCAS should be eliminated, because it was not fair to institute
such a test before the curriculum is settled. The state had still not decided what should
be taught, and the core curriculum itself was seen as constantly changing. One teacher
said the state was holding students accountable but kept moving the target. This teacher
said that the Department of Education deserved to be sued for this and for the fact that
the test is being used in a way it was not intended.

With High Stakes Comes Pressure
Thirty statements fit into this theme. One major reason cited by teachers for
eliminating the MCAS test was that it stresses kids out. The political pressure placed on
failing schools was enormous and increased the time spent on test preparation. In the
end, this type of effort was not seen as useful in increasing student learning. It only
created “more stress for students, teachers, and principals and the parents still won’t be
held any more accountable.”
In some cases, teachers said students did not understand the purpose of the test
and “are afraid they are not going to be allowed to go on to the next grade” if they do
not score well. Ultimately, the pressure of MCAS was not useful because “the kids who
should worry don’t and those who do worry are already stressed in the first place and
throwing up.”
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It was suggested that students should not feel that their only option is to pass
MCAS or drop out. MCAS was not seen to produce useful stress. A teacher said there
was no purpose to it and it was a “big distraction to spend time on test preparation
instead of real learning.” Teachers commented on the fact that the high stakes nature of
the test was not desirable and that MCAS does not consider all that is learned. At this
point, it was not possible to separate the test from its high stakes nature and this made it
politicized.
A teacher said that the certificate of attendance was not an adequate alternative
to a diploma. One teacher said she did not like the stress MCAS caused students so she
spent lots of time on it. She got the kids in “test taking mode.” She said, “we don’t sit
in groups as usual but instead I set them up in rows and no one is allowed out of their
seats so they know what to expect.”
One teacher “hated to watch the looks on the kids’ faces as they take the exam.”
She even suggested her two kids who are top students “were worried sick they were
going to fail” the 10th grade test.
It was suggested that teachers are leaving those grades where the tests are given.
One teacher said that the results are printed and then eight, nine, and ten year olds feel
like failures. This was too early to have this happen. Another teacher “hated to see 4th
graders in tears because of the test .”
A teacher said that if a child was not feeling well or emotionally up for the test,
then he would not do well. This was not fair. Another teacher commented that some
students do not want to show what they know on the test. One student wrote only one
sentence on the essay even though he could do more.
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Prior to the interview at one school, a teacher next to the researcher had a grim
look on her face and said quietly, “I am one of the parents with a student who failed
MCAS. My child is a tenth grader with a severe learning disability and failed by two
points and there are not more retakes. The DOE does not see faces ... students are only
numbers.”

Apples and Oranges
Twenty-one statements fit into this theme. The mix of students from one year to
the next was seen as being so different. A teacher who last year had 17 special
education students in her class wondered how her class could be compared to
classrooms with much higher level students.
It was suggested that all kids can not be treated the same. One teacher said that
you could not compare scores, because one class is different than the next. Still, the
scores were publicized and weak schools were identified. It was like comparing “apples
to oranges.”
A teacher from an urban environment provided the following commentary: “Is it
a surprise that Welsley does well and we don’t? The diversity of kids is different. We
are truly an inner city that has different problems and needs a different support system.
Kids come with so much baggage. It is a surprise that they survive each day let alone
MCAS. You are testing a whole group of kids from one year to the next. You can’t say
you have improved when the kids are different. It depends on the mix of kids. The
public thinks it is a basic skills test, but it is not. We need to replace MCAS with a
basic skills test.”
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Due to MCAS, it was suggested that teachers valued only students who are good
test takers and not the range of capacities children bring to school. MCAS was seen to
encourage narrow thinking and discourage broad thinking. MCAS was said to be unfair
to slow and late learners, those kids who come from poor families, and those who speak
English as a second language. One teacher thought it was unfortunate that scores were
used to pit one town against another. It was seen as unfortunate that social economic
status was equated so much with the scores. Also, those students who get better scores
were indicated as having more family support. Within urban settings, the mobility of
students and subsequent high turnover made it difficult to measure teachers by MCAS
results. One teacher thought it was unfair to punish the low-income population of
students.

The Press of Politics
Twelve statements fit into this theme. One teacher suggested that “testing
should not be used as a threat but to assess children along with other documentation.”
MCAS had become so large and blame is passed around for low scores, which is
usually directed at teachers. MCAS was about what is being taught and not how
students are learning.
One teacher “definitely prefers to eliminate” the MCAS test. It was seen as not
being helpful and a waste of time unless you saw value in the political agenda of the
test. To him, “public schools are being squeezed to accomplish more but with less
resources...and that is an impossible contradiction.”
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It was suggested that the MCAS was not a true learning experience because of
the political nature of the test. Schools are pitted against one another. One teacher said
it was hard not take it personally when the scores were associated with teachers. The
public looked at a teacher and said that she must be doing something wrong or better
because of the scores on the test. A teacher said that MCAS should be eliminated
because it had become a tool that is now used as a threat. The teacher suggested that
students are not cogs and all are unique.
It was seen as reasonable to test to see how a child was doing. Yet, the use of
one test to judge a child’s progress was not the thing to do. Instead, MCAS should be
part of the overall assessment of students. A teacher said, “MCAS is not following its
original intent. There are supposed to be multiple measures such as a performance
assessment.” It was proposed that grade level exiting testing could be used and a
percentage of accuracy on test questions could be used to judge learning. For example,
if a third grader did not know a set amount of basic facts then help could be provided at
this point.
A teacher commented that one year she had a class with a third of the students
on Individual Education Plans. In turn, the MCAS scores did not rise by the mandated
amount. Subsequently, “we were all called failures by the media and the newspapers.”

Too Much Testing Time
Nine statements fit into this theme. A group of teachers expressed their
disappointment that twice as many questions are asked on the test than scored. This
was due to the fact potential questions were needed for future administrations of
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MCAS. This led to too much time to administer and take the test. One teacher
commented that the “directions alone take forty minutes.” It was difficult for one
teacher to understand why 4th and 5th graders spent so much time taking the test.

Test Results-What Are They Good For?
Four statements fit into this theme. One teacher who had corrected the essay
portion of the MCAS exams thought scoring was still subjective even with the rubric.
The teacher was very thankful that she did not have the job of correcting the 10th grade
test and being responsible for kids not graduating from high school.
One teacher suggested that there is so much emphasis on MCAS but did not see
the results to be useful in improving student learning. The results did not come back
until November and this was too late for schools.
One teacher said the results were not useful if the test is not methodologically
sound. She had read the essays of students that appeared to be perfectly fine for a 4th
grader and then low scores came back. To her “it did not make sense.”
While giving the interview portion at one school, a teacher asked the researcher
to “hold on a second” and left the room. On his return, he had an article in his hand
from Education Weekly. He was quite lively and went on to provide the following
comments:
If you compare apples to apples, that is compare our 4th grade math scores
nationally, Massachusetts is second in the nation. In 8th grade, we are tied
for third or fourth on the national assessment... In reading, the 4th graders
are third in the nation. This is not new news. Scores have held for
number of years. Yet, it is presented politically as if our schools are doing
horribly. We are easily top 5th in all of these... .We should be celebrating
not acting like this is a crises. If David Driscoll knows all of this, why
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does the negativity continue? I have called reporters but nobody wants to
report this news.
These data suggest that teacher’ preferences for keeping MCAS testing are
limited. The largest total of responses was conditional in nature. Teachers did think
that MCAS testing should be continued for reasons related to accountability and
curriculum alignment. Still, their interview responses for eliminating MCAS testing
correspond with Teacher Perception Survey data. During the interview setting, teachers
stated many problems with the construction and content of the MCAS test. This relates
to the fact that close to one hundred percent of the respondents suggested that it takes
more than one test to accurately assess student learning.

Summary for Research Question 4
The data suggest that teachers’ preference for eliminating MCAS testing is more
extreme than their desire to keep MCAS testing as a means for improving student
learning. In order to justify this statement, it is important to provide an analysis of the
data related to sub-questions 1 and 2 for this research question.
Sub-questions 1 and 2 sought to determine common reasons elementary teachers
prefer to continue or eliminate MCAS testing as a means for improving student
learning. The “66 plus 33 minus” scoring approach suggests that teachers responded all
twelve TPS items in a keyed direction that was negative. Also, interview responses
appeared to be based strongest on the reasons why teachers prefer to eliminate MCAS
testing.
During the interview, teachers expressed dissatisfaction that MCAS testing is
unlikely to accurately assess the progress of all types of students. Survey data suggest
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that over 99% of all teachers think more than one test is needed to accurately assess
student learning. One hundred percent of teachers in 39 schools agreed or strongly
agreed with this statement. Over 90% of respondents rate MCAS testing as not being
sensitive to students who learn at a slow rate. One hundred percent of teachers in 38
schools agreed or strongly agreed with this statement. As indicated by interview and
survey responses, teachers think the high stakes nature of this test causes teachers and
students to be stressful. The political nature of this test and the related threats that come
with it are other reasons teachers choose to eliminate MCAS testing. Over 85% of the
respondents suggest MCAS testing diverts attention away from other important
decisions for helping students learn well. Finally, 77% of all teachers indicated a
preference for eliminating MCAS testing. In 23 of 41 schools, 78% or more of the
respondents agreed or strongly agreed that teachers would like to get rid of MCAS
testing. In 11 of these 23 schools, 100% of all teachers stated a preference for doing so.
These 11 schools are similar in diversity to the total sample. In two schools, 44% and
50% of all teachers indicated a preference for keeping MCAS testing. Still, interview
responses imply that most teachers placed conditions on their inclinations to continue
with MCAS testing.
As discussed in the review of literature, standardized testing is not always seen
as a valid and reliable means to judge the performance of students and educators. Also,
the high stakes nature of tests can create unreachable benchmarks and unwanted
frustration. According to teachers in this study, the MCAS test construction and content
is faulty and the pressures to raise test scores lead to unfavorable teaching and learning
conditions.
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Berliner and Biddle (1995) suggest that respect is not demonstrated when “topdown forms of innovation are imposed on teachers by school boards, superintendents,
state departments of education, or federal mandates” and that such “attempts to change
schools have a notorious record of failure” (p.337). Instead, they believe strategies for
improvement should come from those working in local schools. This type of strategy
grants “professional status to educators” and has “a better record than do top-down
strategies” (p. 338). The data for this research question suggest that teachers are
dissatisfied with the external demands of MCAS testing and prefer not to continue with
the test in its current format. If MCAS testing is to continue, teachers offer viable
options for making it more useful for and applicable to improving student learning.

Additional Findings
Two additional findings beyond the immediate scope of this inquiry are
important to consider. The third, fourth and fifth grade teachers in this study generally
find the curriculum frameworks offer useful guidance to what should be taught in the
classroom. Concerns do exist about the changing nature of these frameworks and the
insurmountable task of teaching too much material in a short amount of time. Still, it
would be useful to gain additional feedback from teachers regarding how best to
develop and implement the curriculum frameworks so that students in all schools can be
held to high learning standards.
The second finding concerns the passion displayed by teachers participating in
the interview portion of this research and the reservation of teachers and principals due
to concerns about the purpose of this research. In several schools, teachers not in the
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third, fourth, or fifth grade expressed disappointment that they could not participate in
the interviews. These teachers explicitly told the researcher that they wanted a chance
to share their views with the Commissioner of Education or other individuals supporting
MCAS testing. In four schools, teachers yelled or talked very loudly when expressing
negative views of MCAS testing. On two occasions, teachers left the interview session
and returned with documents that dispelled the myth that Massachusetts’ students were
not learning well. In almost every school, teachers chose to express their negative
views of MCAS testing first and often ridiculed the idea that MCAS testing had any
positive benefits to offer. Finally, the researcher was met originally with reservation
from several teachers and principals. These individuals expressed concern that the
Department of Education had funded the study and would use the findings against the
school. It would be helpful to confirm if such extreme emotions are typical internal
reactions to the external demands of MCAS testing or simply represent the feelings of a
small portion of educators.

Closing
This chapter presents, analyzes, and interprets the data collected from the
Teacher Perception Survey and Teacher Perception Interview. Data for research
question one suggest that teachers did not consider MCAS testing to be inclusive of
important learning being taught in the their classroom. A majority of teachers did not
think the MCAS test is a true measure of what students are learning in school nor do
that increased MCAS test scores mean that a student’s learning has improved. Teachers
feel that a high MCAS score is not crucial to future success in society nor is it
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associated with future learning in high school and beyond. A majority of the
respondents think MCAS testing does not help teachers identify why students are
having difficulty learning.
Data for research question two reveal that teachers do not consider MCAS
testing as a major reason for improvements in student learning. Teachers do not
consider MCAS testing to be a primary reason students reached their academic
potential. The MCAS test is not seen to be a positive influence on students’ attitudes
toward learning nor does it promote effective learning conditions that assist students’
efforts to learn well in the future. Although teachers said they give more attention to
students who fail the MCAS test, there is no general agreement on if MCAS test results
are used to improve student learning.
Data for research question three imply that teachers’ view MCAS testing as
having more negative than positive impacts on curriculum and instruction. Teachers do
appear to consider MCAS testing as a useful tool to make curriculum more rigorous and
to encourage teachers to set high standards for all students. Still, teaching to the test
and test preparation skills are seen as a key part of instruction. MCAS testing is
perceived to hinder teachers from paying attention to the individual needs of students.
Teachers also feel as if there is a lack of depth to their teaching due to test preparation.
A large majority of the respondents suggest that eliminating MCAS testing will not
weaken the curriculum taught in the classroom.
Data for research question four suggest that teachers’ preference for eliminating
MCAS testing is more extreme than their desire to keep MCAS testing as a means for
improving student learning. In a few instances, MCAS testing is seen as a sound means
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for holding educators and students accountable for the learning in schools. Several
teachers chose to keep MCAS testing but only if changes such as more teacher input on
test questions and format are considered. Teachers think the high stakes nature of this
test and the related threats that come with it are a reason to eliminate MCAS testing.
MCAS testing is seen to divert attention away from other important decisions for
helping students learn well and it is not considered an accurate indicator of a school’s
quality. More than three-fourths of teachers indicate a preference for eliminating
MCAS testing.
The chapter that follows, then, summarizes this research study. It also offers
implications based on the results of this study for future research and action by those
individuals most associated with MCAS testing.
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CHAPTER 5

SUMMARY AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Introduction
The final chapter has three major parts. The statement of the problem, purpose
of the study, and approach to the study are briefly restated. Next, key research findings
for each research question are summarized and implications based on these findings are
presented. Finally, recommendations for future research and actions by teachers,
administrators, schools of education, policy makers, and parents are offered. .

Statement of the Problem
Across the United States one popular approach to educational improvement
often imposed on local schools is standards based reform. The typical thinking behind
standards based reform is that too many educators in local schools are comfortable with
lesser standards, resist needed changes, and are unclear about the problems students are
encountering in their learning. Nor do educators know what changes in curriculum and
instruction are needed for creating conditions likely to increase student learning. State
and federal agencies, then, place external demands on educators in public schools to
produce particular internal changes considered necessary to increase student learning;
changes that are thought unlikely to happen if teachers are left to their own leadership.
The standards based reform movement incorporates standardized testing because
it is considered a powerful and necessary means forjudging the performance of students
and educators alike. Currently, students throughout the nation are under pressure to
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pass statewide standardized tests in order to advance to the next grade or to receive a
graduation diploma. It remains unclear whether this external approach often mandated
by state governments and boards of education produces intended changes in schools or
desired increases in student learning. How teachers in local public schools respond to
the pressures of the high stakes standardized testing also remains uncertain.
In June 1993, the Massachusetts State Legislature enacted the Education Reform
Act in hopes of increasing the learning of all public school students. A major part of
this process was the development of the Massachusetts Comprehensive Assessment
System (MCAS) which was intended to measure student progress and assess school
success. In essence, increased scores on MCAS testing were considered an indicator of
improved student learning. Over time, MCAS testing developed into a required high
stakes standardized test. Teachers across the state are now under considerable pressure
to prepare their students to pass the MCAS test. The perceptions of elementary teachers
regarding the usefulness of MCAS help determine the real impact of this high stakes
test on curriculum, instruction, and learning in local schools.

Purpose of the Study
The major purpose of this research is to determine upper elementary teachers’
perceptions regarding the usefulness of Massachusetts Comprehensive Assessment
System (MCAS) testing for improving the learning of their students.
This study consists of four major interrelated parts. First, teachers’ views about
the extent to which the results of MCAS are inclusive of important learning being
taught in the classroom are determined. Second, teachers’ perceptions concerning the
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extent to which MCAS testing contributes to improvements in student learning are
considered. Third, teachers’ perceptions regarding the positive and negative results of
MCAS testing on curriculum and instruction are examined. Fourth, teachers’
preferences for continuing or eliminating MCAS testing as a means for helping students
improve their learning are reported.
Specifically, the research questions that guide this study are:
1) To what extent do upper elementary teachers perceive the MCAS test inclusive of
important learning being taught in their classroom?
2) To what extent do upper elementary teachers think MCAS testing contributes to
improvements in student learning?
3) What do upper elementary teachers report to be the positive and negative impacts of
MCAS testing on curriculum and instruction?
4) Why do upper elementary teachers prefer to continue or eliminate MCAS testing as
a means for improving student learning?

Approach to the Study
The schools participating in this study came from 254 randomly selected
elementary schools in Massachusetts. A total of 310 third, fourth, and fifth grade
teachers were selected from 41 diverse public schools that represented 12 of all 14
counties within the Commonwealth of Massachusetts.
Two types of research instruments were utilized in this study. First, the Teacher
Perception Survey (TPS), which included 66 likert scale items measuring six conditions
in the classroom environment, was utilized to gather teacher perceptions for answering
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the four research questions. Second, the Teacher Perception Interview (TPI), which
consists of four major interview questions, was used to gather additional data for
determining teachers’ views toward the impact of MCAS testing on their efforts to help
children learn well.
Due to the fact that the availability of teachers varied from school to school, the
Teacher Perception Survey was administered directly in 23 schools by the researcher.
Also, surveys were administered and collected in 18 schools by principals or a trained
researcher. The Teacher Perception Interview was administered to teachers in sixteen
varied schools through one-on-one and group interviews.
In order to make inferences about the collected data, quantitative analysis was
used to determine the percentage of responses for each Teacher Perception Survey item.
The teacher responses were coded in a dichotomous format (Strongly Agree/Agree and
Disagree/Strongly Disagree). Qualitative data analysis was used for responses collected
from the Teacher Perception Interview. Specifically, a content comparative analysis
was utilized to develop categories or themes that referred to similar answers or incidents
derived from interview responses.

Summary of the Research Findings
This research explores how one externally mandated standardized test may
influence the perceptions of a diverse group of third, fourth, and fifth grade elementary
school teachers. The similar and different perceptions of teachers toward MCAS testing
as a means for improving learning at the local school level are elicited and described.
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The findings for each research question are summarized based on these data
collected by the Teacher Perception Survey and the Teacher Perception Interview.

Research Question 1
To what extent do upper elementary teachers perceive the MCAS test inclusive
of important learning being taught in their classroom?
Data reveal that teachers do not consider MCAS testing to be inclusive of
important learning being taught in their classroom. Specifically, teachers suggest that
what is being taught in the classroom should decide what is tested on MCAS. They
report that MCAS test questions should not determine what is taught in the classroom.
Ninety-two percent of teachers do not think the MCAS test results are a true indicator of
what students are learning in school. Teachers suggest that a high MCAS score is not
crucial to future success in society and they perceive that a high score is not associated
with future learning in high school and beyond. Also, the quality of a particular school
was not seen as being determined by MCAS test scores only. Finally, 87% of the
respondents suggest that MCAS testing does not help teachers identify why students are
having difficulty learning, and 77% of teachers think that the MCAS test does not
assess all that is important for students to learn.
The Teacher Perception Interview results appear congruent with the data from
the Teacher Perception Survey. Teachers suggest that some important learning is not
included in the MCAS test. Hence teachers question whether MCAS testing is a
complete measure of what students are learning and the progress they are making in
school. They also consider the construction and content of the MCAS test to be a

182

source of discontent. Interview data indicate that teachers think the MCAS test may
interfere with incorporating individual student interests into classroom instruction.
MCAS testing was considered to be a waste of money and part of a larger political
agenda that leads to misdirected pressures on teachers and students. Interview data
indicate that teachers think skills central to social-emotional development, independent
thought, and critical thinking are not being assessed adequately by the MCAS test.
Also, teachers claim that students bring different types of intelligence to the learning
environment and that they progress at different rates, which MCAS fails to address.
These findings are consistent with Zittleman and Sadker’s (2003) criticisms of
the high stakes nature of the current standards approach being used in public schools
across the country. Currently, President Bush’s No Child Left Behind Act emphasizes
testing and standards as a means for holding schools and educators accountable. In this
scenario, advocates claim that sanctions such as enforced transfer of students and
replacement of principals and teachers are appropriate corrective techniques to improve
the learning of students.
In the present research, the MCAS test is not viewed by sampled third, fourth,
and fifth grade teachers as a quality assessment. Teachers’ confidence about the
usefulness of MCAS testing is wilting because the appropriateness of linking results
from this one test to the high stakes of graduation, retention, promotion, and to
judgments about the quality of a school and the effectiveness of teaching and learning is
becoming tilted. When teachers who are responsible for implementing the curriculum
standards are skeptical about the usefulness of MCAS testing, it may be a call for a
more balanced approach to fostering and measuring learning. Zittleman and Sadker
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(2003) suggest that educators be allowed to ask and answer key questions concerning
the purpose of an assessment and the effectiveness of its results to determine mastered
skills. By doing so, an appropriate use of assessment can be used to “improve rather
than punish students and schools” (p.19). It important to consider, then, that “the right
kinds of high-stakes tests can both measure and enhance the quality of our children’s
education” (Popham, 2001, p. 102).

Research Question 2
To what extent do upper elementary teachers think MCAS testing contributes to
improvements in student learning?
Simply put, teachers do not consider MCAS testing to be a primary reason
students reach their academic potential. The MCAS test was not seen as a positive
influence on students’ attitudes toward learning. Although teachers said they give more
attention to students who fail the MCAS test, there was no general agreement that
MCAS test results are used to improve student learning. The most extreme teacher
responses indicate that MCAS testing does not encourage failing students to like
learning and in fact discourages low-achieving students. MCAS testing, then, was not
perceived to foster a classroom climate that helps students get pleasure from learning.
The MCAS test was not seen to encourage students to cooperate in their learning.
Home conditions of students were considered a major reason for their success on the
MCAS test. Seventy-eight percent of the respondents suggested that MCAS is not a
meaningful way to improve student learning. Teachers, however, thought success on
the MCAS test demanded in-depth thinking. Also, slightly more than 50% of teachers
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suggested that MCAS test results help teachers improve their instruction. Teachers also
thought students who failed the MCAS test were provided extra attention. Still,
teachers did not view the publishing of MCAS test results as positive. Ninety-six
percent of teachers suggested that students should not be kept back a grade because of
failing the MCAS test.
Sixty-six items on the Teacher Perception Survey centered on six variables that
may lead to increased student learning. The data indicate that MCAS testing was seen
to inhibit the creation of all six learning condition variables in the classroom. The
lowest variable scores across 41 participating schools were Motivation, Confidence, and
Transfer. Variable scores for Purpose and Feedback were only one point higher. The
highest variable score was for Sequential.
The scores for Motivation and Confidence indicate that MCAS testing may not
be a key factor in producing positive learning conditions that influence students’
attitudes toward learning. The Transfer variable score indicates that MCAS testing may
not be effective in promoting learning conditions that assist students’ efforts to apply
learning to other settings in the future. Also, teachers do not consider MCAS testing to
better inform parents about the learning of their child. Teachers do feel that MCAS
assists them with the development of curriculum and related classroom instruction.
This may contribute to the Sequential variable score being the highest variable score.
Yet, the Purpose and Feedback scores indicate that MCAS testing may not contribute to
curriculum which is meaningful beyond the limits of MCAS or provide teachers with
needed information to improve the learning of all students.
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Dewey (1957) gives depth to these findings when he suggests that habit and will
should be considered when discussing human nature and conduct. To him, a person’s
habits develop from an acquired predisposition of responses to stimuli in the
environment. Hence, individuals do have an active role in discerning the everyday
occurrences around them and reacting accordingly. Their reactions to conditions in the
environment are not done blindly; instead constructive and deliberate behavior
incorporate human will.
It is important to consider, then, the consequences of MCAS testing on the
forming of habit and weakening of will for those teaching and learning within
Massachusetts’ public schools. Goodlad (1997) suggests that teachers should be
prepared for the “moral stewardship of our schools” and that public schools have a role
in forging civic duty and democratic responsibility in students (p. 29). Teachers in the
present study who are responsible for identifying and solving the problems impacting
student learning reveal that MCAS testing may not be the key motivator or tool to
support such a crucial role. MCAS testing appears to go against productive academic
habits and to sap the wills of teachers responsible for helping all children learn well.
The “ideological mandates of those in control” of implementing MCAS testing appear
to influence the inner workings of public schools and the interiors of teacher thought in
ways that are perceived as unproductive and short-lived (p.29).
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Research Question 3
What do upper elementary teachers report to be the positive and negative
impacts of MCAS testing on curriculum and instruction?
Teacher Perception Survey data indicate that teachers view MCAS testing as
having more negative than positive impacts on curriculum and instruction. MCAS
testing pressures teachers to align curriculum with test questions and interferes with the
development of creative curriculum that goes beyond the borders of the test.
Substantial time is being spent teaching test taking skills to students, and MCAS testing
is seen to take valuable time away from important learning in the classroom. It is
important to note 83% of respondents suggest that eliminating MCAS testing would not
weaken the curriculum taught in the classroom. Teachers appear to consider the MCAS
test as a useful tool for making curriculum more rigorous and to encourage teachers to
set high standards for all students. Still, slightly more than 95% of teachers consider
that MCAS test results are not an effective way to evaluate teaching. Finally, survey
data suggest that MCAS testing hinders teachers from paying attention to the individual
differences of students.
Reports from the Teacher Perception Interview also indicate that teachers
perceive MCAS testing to have more negative than positive impact on curriculum and
instruction. Teachers suggest that the MCAS test creates pressure to cover too much
material too fast and impedes the development of curriculum for learning that differs
from what is on the test. On a positive note, teachers indicate that MCAS holds them
accountable for teaching what is on the test and assists them in curriculum alignment
with the test items. It is unclear, though, if the curriculum frameworks or the test are
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responsible for these perceptions. The MCAS test is viewed as taking away valuable
time from other important learning. Teachers think there is a lack of depth to their
teaching due to the emphasis placed on test preparation. Finally, the interview data
suggest that teachers question the validity and reliability of the MCAS test due to its
misleading and culturally biased items and confusing format. Teachers also think the
test format inhibits the success of English as a second language and special education
students. These perceptions lead teachers to state that MCAS test results are influenced
by factors other than classroom instruction.
These results, then, suggest that teachers perceive more negative than positive
impacts of MCAS testing on curriculum and instruction. The negative consequences
are similar to those discussed previously in the review of literature. The major positive
impact seems to be that curriculum and instruction are more closely aligned. Still, it is
unclear whether this is due to MCAS testing or to the curriculum frameworks.
According to teachers in the present study, MCAS testing may be narrowing the
curriculum and instruction within the classroom. In discussing North Carolina and its
testing culture, Sacks (1999) revealed the emergence of an “unmitigated focus on
accountability testing as the chief measure of educational quality” (p. 122). This type of
testing culture undermined the makeup of a quality education as schools did whatever
was necessary to raise test scores. Sacks (1999) and Popham (2001) suggest several
negative consequences of high stakes testing that may be gaining ground in
Massachusetts. Teachers are teaching to the test, the curriculum is being narrowed, the
quality of schools is being determined by test scores, and there is misdirected pressure
on educators to ensure that students reach success on one assessment.
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Popham (2001) considers statewide assessments to be appropriate if certain
conditions exist. The data from this study suggest these conditions should be
considered if MCAS testing is to continue as a high stakes assessment of important
learning. First, policy makers, parents, and educators should come to realize that other
factors besides instruction influence students’ test performances and the overall quality
of a school. Second, teachers are pressured to teach a curriculum that is a mile wide
and an inch deep so that students become capable of recalling facts taught to them.
Popham (2001) would suggest identifying the most important student outcomes and
developing test items for these “high priority outcomes” (p.76). Finally, teachers want
input in the review of and changes to the MCAS test. The high-stakes nature of this test
demands a thorough review “at a level of rigor commensurate with the intended” use
“of the test” (p.76).

Research Question 4
Why do upper elementary teachers prefer to continue or eliminate MCAS testing
as a means for improving student learning?
The data suggest that teachers’ preference for eliminating MCAS testing is more
intense than their desire to keep MCAS testing as a means for improving student
learning. Teacher Perception Survey data suggest that 77% of participating teachers
indicate a preference for eliminating MCAS testing. Teachers think it takes more than
one test to accurately assess student learning and that MCAS testing is not a true
indicator of a school’s quality. Over 90% of respondents rated MCAS testing as not
being sensitive to individual differences of students, particularly those who are marginal
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in their learning. Finally, over 85% of the respondents suggested MCAS diverts
attention away from other important decisions for helping students learn well.
The political nature of this test and the related threats that come with it are other
reasons teachers choose to eliminate MCAS testing. During the interviews, teachers
expressed dissatisfaction with MCAS testing because it was unlikely to accurately
assess the progress of all students. Finally, teachers in this study think the high stakes
nature of this test causes undue stress on themselves and students that hinders teaching
and learning.
In light of these findings, it is important to examine why the Massachusetts
Department of Education continues to support the MCAS test as a means for increasing
student learning. The Department of Education views the MCAS test as a useful tool
for holding schools and educators accountable for the learning of all students. What
seems to be a dominating top-down means of control is used by many states to ensure
that educational quality is maintained. Also, politicians, business people, and education
policy makers tend to see large scale mandated tests as the ideal means for
demonstrating to the public that students are indeed learning in schools (Sacks, 1999).
McLaughlin (1993) would suggest that the school workplace is “a social and
psychological setting in which teachers construct a sense of practice, of professional
efficacy, and of professional community” (p.99). This professional community is
considered a critical factor contributing “to the character of teaching and learning for
teachers and their students” (p.99). Teachers perceive that MCAS testing is impacting
the organizational behavior of teachers and influencing their professional community in
compromising ways.

190

Argyris (1957) details the evolution of the human personality within a formal
organization that is task oriented and relies on command and control to fulfill its
objectives In this situation, the individual employee is separated from the decision
making process and asked to complete tasks that have been decided bv others. Argyris
w ould suggest that employees in this situation tend to use few er of their abilities and too
often feelings of frustration and conflict emerge. These feelings can lead to apathy and
a lack of interest. Those who choose to continue to fight the situation may create more
tension within themselves and regress even further to the margins of the organization
(pp 77-78). This scenario is quite possible in Massachusetts due to the mandate of
MCAS testing and its resulting pressure on teachers
The members of the Board of Education suggest that increased MCAS test
scores equate with student learning. The hope of those in favor of keeping MCAS
testing is that educational success can be quantified and amplified through MCAS
testing Rewards and punishments are put in place so that those schools and students
that raise their MCAS test scores are successful and those that do not are considered
unsuccessful Teachers in the present study overwhelmingly suggest that more than one
assessment is needed to measure student learning fairly.
.Another implication for this study is based on Figure 8, which provides an
illustration of the c\cle of pressures that MCAS testing imposes on teachers as
increased test scores are equated with increased learning. It is crucial that serious
consideration be given to allowing teachers an opportunity to shape the future content
and use of the MCAS test. Through increased teacher involvement, external pressures
may be reduced and then centered on fostering the creation of conditions in local
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schools and classrooms that those who are closest to students consider appropriate for
increasing learning.

Implications for Further Research and Action
The results of this study reveal the need for additional research and constructive
action so that MCAS testing has a more meaningful role in helping children learn well.
It is important to first consider research that would strengthen this current study.
Further research may also be conducted that would add to the larger body of knowledge
concerning standardized testing and its impact on student learning. Finally, the results
from this study are used to formulate recommendations for action by teachers,
administrators, Schools of Education, policy makers, and parents that will create a
better balance between MCAS testing and other ways of determining the progress
students are making in their learning.

Recommendations for Research
Three studies are suggested that would be useful in adding strength and meaning
to this research. First, it is unclear whether teachers’ positive reactions to MCAS
testing are related to the test itself or to the Massachusetts Curriculum Frameworks.
Many teachers liked the fact that the content of their instruction was specified and that
students were better served by a core curriculum. It is important that more in-depth
research is done on the impact of the frameworks on curriculum and instruction at the
local level.

Specifically, various ways the frameworks may encourage teacher

autonomy for improving curriculum and instruction may be explored.

192

The Department of Education equates increased
MCAS test scores with increased learning.
A narrow band of academic success is created.
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Curriculum and instruction is
geared toward raising MCAS
test scores. Student learning is
narrowed to the parameters
of the MCAS test.

The Department of Education
creates means of enforcement
to ensure that increased MCAS
test scores are the focus of
curriculum, instruction, and
learning.

t

i

Teachers reluctantly respond to
to the rewards and punishments
that are put in place to raise MCAS
test scores. Time and resources are
directed to increasing MCAS test
scores.

Teachers perceive higher
MCAS test scores to differ
from increased student
learning.
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The external pressures placed on teachers
to raise MCAS test scores force perceptions of
disrespect. The educational environment in
schools becomes adversary due to external pressures

Figure 8: Cycle of MCAS Pressure on Local Schools

193

Second, this study only incorporates the perceptions of third, fourth, and fifth
grade teachers. It is important to clarify whether or not these teachers stand alone in
their views of MCAS testing. Data collected from teachers of other grades and from
parents, principals, and students would provide a more complete composite of the
strengths and weaknesses of MCAS testing to improve student learning. By using the
Teacher Perception Survey and Teacher Perception Interview, new data could be used
to extend or counter findings already collected through the present research.
Finally, additional research could investigate the long-term impact of MCAS
testing on curriculum and instruction. A longitudinal study of teachers’ instructional
habits could be conducted. Also, an analysis of curriculum materials used to raise test
scores could occur. The objective of this study would be to gain a better understanding
of MCAS testing as it relates to teacher leadership for designing and implementing
school curriculum reform.
Although substantial research has been conducted on the impact of standardized
testing on improving student learning, recommendations for additional research are
appropriate due to the increased promotion of standardized testing at the national level.
The No Child Left Behind Act, for example, is a strict federal mandate that requires
increased testing for public school students across the country. As suggested in the
review of literature, minority and special education students appear to be particularly
vulnerable to the consequences of standardized testing. It is crucial that short and long
term research continue regarding the advantages and disadvantages of high stakes
standardized tests for these young people. It is important to clarify whether drop-out
rates are increasing for these students and determine what happens to students who
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leave school because of their failed efforts to pass such tests. In addition, it is important
to clarify whether standardized tests are useful in increasing retention and graduation
rates.
A second important piece of research would examine the local and national
consequences of equating increased student learning with the results of one test. This
research would inform policy makers of the difficulties school districts across the
country face while trying to help children learn. This research would provide
superintendents, principals, and teachers an opportunity to talk about the realities of
schooling dominated by standardized testing. Although schools differ in their approach
to teaching, testing, and learning, findings would provide a base for identifying
questions for ongoing research about standardized testing and student learning.

Recommendations for Action
Massachusetts public school teachers who did and did not participate in this
study may choose to analyze the impact MCAS testing has on the curriculum and
instruction within their own classroom. It is important that teachers consider the
ramifications of utilizing classroom time to teach students to improve their test taking
skills. Also, teachers may continue to demonstrate to principals and parents that
classroom based assessments are useful forjudging the learning of students and
adjusting curriculum and instruction to meet individual student needs. Finally, teachers
may wish to consider organize their own voice for the political debate regarding
MCAS testing. This may entail conscious effort beyond the already demanding task of
helping students learn well. Specifically, focus groups before and after school and
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active membership in union or other lobbying groups may be required to ensure all
teachers’ voices are being heard about the positive and negative impact of MCAS
testing on teaching and learning.
One major duty of superintendents, principals, and other administrators is to
support teachers’ efforts in the classroom. MCAS testing appears to create undue
pressure on teachers and students. This is due, in part, to the fact that a high MCAS test
score is equated with increased academic success. Administrators may choose to begin
supporting teachers by gaining a better understanding of the specific impact MCAS
testing has on teachers and students within local public schools. By doing so,
recommendations and support services based on the needs of teachers and students that
counter the negative effects of MCAS testing can be formulated. At the same time, any
positive impacts of MCAS testing on helping students learn well can be supported and
t

maintained.
Principals in particular are provided the opportunity to join the front line efforts
of teachers in developing learning objectives and evaluation techniques that are best
suited for the learners within their particular school. A beginning point may be for
principals to consider varied views about MCAS testing. Then, teachers can safely and
professionally express their opinions on the positive and negative impacts of this testing
program.
Schools of Education have the opportunity to influence the development and
implementation of federal and state policies for increasing student learning. Schools of
Education should consider taking a stance on the impact that standardized testing is
having on learning in local schools. By conducting research such as this study and
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sharing the results with those who make important educational decisions. Schools of
Education fulfill an important role of bridging the gap between policy and its impact on
those working in public schools. In addition. Schools of Education can focus on
preparing prospective teachers and administrators for developing local solutions to
long-standing problems that are impeding student learning. Future educators can also
be taught how to formulate priorities for learning that go beyond the scope of “teaching
to the test”.
In Massachusetts, it appears that politicians, Boards of Education, and the
business community are the biggest supporters of MCAS testing. One objective of
public schools is to mirror the democratic principles on which our country is founded.
It is important, then, that those individuals and groups that influence the inner workings
of public schools support open dialogue and discussion regarding efforts to bring about
meaningful and long-lasting educational reform. Those who have the power to make
decisions about the continued funding and future use of MCAS testing would benefit
from developing formal venues for teacher input on this important subject. Such efforts
to encourage dialogue would encourage teachers to provide needed information on how
to best evaluate student learning.
The final recommendation is for parents who face the daily reality of guiding
and educating their own children and youth. The results from this study suggest several
actions that may interest parents. Teachers in this study are under considerable pressure
to cover a substantial amount of content in a short time frame. MCAS testing appears
to greatly influence the type of instruction and content of curriculum presented in the
classroom. It is imperative that parents inform themselves of the impact of MCAS
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testing on the learning of their children. Parents who take the time to ask specific
questions about the curriculum being taught and the means by which it is being
presented are better prepared to make an informed decision about MCAS testing.
Specifically, parents must ask themselves if the school their child is attending is
meeting the individual needs of students or based on a priority to raise test scores at all
costs. After such an assessment, parents can then decide if their local school is being
dominated by MCAS testing in a negative way or if in fact MCAS testing is resulting in
improvements in student learning. Parents hold the most power in the decision to keep,
eliminate, or change the use of MCAS testing in Massachusetts public schools. By
getting involved and asking crucial questions, informed parent groups can decide if it is
in their best interest of their children to support or oppose MCAS testing.

Closing
The perceptions of teachers suggest that external pressures of MCAS testing
may not always match teacher priorities for increasing learning in the classroom. The
moral imperative of teaching students who can improve civil society could be hampered
because of this mismatch between the imposition of MCAS testing and productive
actions in local settings that are necessary to improve learning by meeting individual
differences of students (Sinclair & Ghory, 1997). This study raises questions about the
purposes of MCAS testing, which includes asking about how well students are meeting
learning standards and helping educators in local schools identify weaknesses and
strengths in curriculum and instruction. The reality is that MCAS testing is forcing
educators to pause and reconsider the ramifications of using a single test as the sole
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means for determining the progress of student learning. With this in mind, it is
important for concerned parents and thoughtful educators to raise the stakes by
questioning whether MCAS testing is totally consistent with the role of public schools
in our democratic society.
Thomas Jefferson’s vision of a free society was committed to equality and
excellence by offering a state-supported education which fosters the pursuit of skill and
knowledge. Such efforts lead to an educated citizenry that practices their creative
intelligence so that they can participate wisely in public affairs. Horace Mann discussed
the importance of pubic schools to ensure that all children can be educated in an equal
manner (Gutek, 1995). Dewey (1916) believed schools promote a passion for learning
by offering a curriculum that is both intrinsically and extrinsically worthy of study. He
suggested that such a curriculum can lead to an appreciation of all subjects and decrease
the isolation between liberal and practical education in schools. Also, the experiences
in public schooling may be seen as a part of social life that can be generalized to other
activities outside of schools. Cremin (1965) suggested that the role of public schools in
promoting the democratic principle of group responsibility is vital for countering the
emerging aspects of popular culture that solely endorse the satisfaction of individual
needs above all else.
Sarason (1990) further suggests that the effectiveness of public schools can not
be based solely on aims for students. Instead, the school environment must be capable
of also sustaining the growth of teachers. To him, “it is virtually impossible to create
and sustain over time conditions for productive learning for students when they do not
exist for teachers”. Teachers who feel valued may be more likely to offer conditions for
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helping all students learn on equal terms. Students who are marginalized in their
learning may have a better chance to succeed in a school environment that provides
respect for individuals and offers opportunities for solving problems in “safe,
constructive, and healthy ways” (Sinclair & Ghory, 1997, p. 4).
According to teachers in the present study, MCAS testing may not have the
positive impact on curriculum and instruction that was intended. MCAS testing may
result in unequal chances for some children because it does not respond fully to
individual learning differences. Teachers often report that MCAS testing has taken
away their professional autonomy to make decisions about how to help students learn
well.
This study contributes to a better understanding of teachers’ perceptions of
standardized testing and its usefulness for improving student learning. The data
collected provide insight into the impact of MCAS testing on the effectiveness of
curriculum and instruction in sampled elementary schools and selected classrooms. The
results of this study also help clarify whether this approach mandated by the
Massachusetts Department of Education produces intended changes in local schools and
desired increases in learning of individual students.
Experienced and caring educators know that teachers and principals in local
schools are accountable for improving schools and helping all children and youth
benefit fully from their educational experiences. In fact, all levels of the education
enterprise should be accountable if our public schools are to meet their responsibilities
of preparing young people for constructive participation in our democratic society.
Also, thoughtful educators realize the importance of setting high standards for learning.
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It is reasonable to conclude for this study that attention to accountability and standards
is not contrary to ways effective teachers think about their professional obligations to
children. The bedrock issue that this study uncovers is that accountability and standards
should be accomplished and encouraged by being respectful to the teachers, those
educators who are closest to children and who have the most responsibility for ensuring
that all children receive a quality education on equal terms. Without respect and
appreciation, it is likely that teachers will perceive distant attempts to improve schools
through standards based reform to be hostile and disconnected from the daily challenges
they face when trying to help all children learn well.
If external forces imposed by the statehouse or the White House continue to
intensify the pressures on teachers to simply implement what others have decided, then
teacher perceptions of hostility will also intensify and resistance will become an even
more accepted way of life in schools and classrooms across our nation. It is indeed time
to recognize that external efforts to create conditions for effective learning in local
schools can not be successful without respect for the teaching profession and
appreciation for individual teacher accomplishments.
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APPENDIX A
CONTACT LETTER TO PRINCIPALS
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September 14, 2002
Principal Name
Elementary School
Street Address
City State Zip Code
Dear
Educators who experience the daily realities of public schools know that teachers are
key to any meaningful improvement effort. If teachers’ views toward proposed school
improvements are not seriously considered, it is unlikely that effective and lasting
changes can be realized. Hence, we need your help discovering elementary teachers’
perceptions regarding the usefulness of the Massachusetts Comprehensive Assessment
System (MCAS) for improving student learning. Attached for your information is a
description of the specific purpose of this research.
We would like to visit your school, at your convenience, and request third, fourth,
and fifth grade teachers to complete a short survey about their views toward MCAS.
The survey would take about twenty minutes. Please be assured that data collected in
your school will be treated with complete confidence. Teachers who respond to the
survey will not even be asked to provide their names nor will the name of your school
be identified. As a result of your participation, a summary of the research describing
how teachers across the Commonwealth perceive MCAS will be sent to you and your
faculty for discussion.
Attached are a response card and a stamped envelope for indicating your willingness
to help with this important study. Please fill out the response card, place it in the
envelope, and return it to us at your earliest convenience. After receiving your response,
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we will telephone you to set up a visit. We truly hope that you decide to participate in
this research. Thank you for your consideration.

Sincerely,

Robert L. Sinclair
Professor of Education

Gregory R. Hungerford
Research Associate
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Elementary Teachers’ Perceptions Regarding the Usefulness of Massachusetts
Comprehensive Assessment System (MCAS) for Improving Student Learning

PURPOSE OF THE RESEARCH
The major purpose of this research is to determine upper elementary teachers’
perceptions regarding the usefulness of Massachusetts Comprehensive Assessment
System (MCAS) testing for improving the learning of third, fourth, and fifth grade
public school students.
The study consists of four parts. First, teachers’ views about the extent to which
MCAS is inclusive of what is actually being taught in the classroom will be determined.
Second, teachers’ perceptions concerning the extent to which MCAS testing contributes
to improvements in student learning are considered. Third, teachers’ perceptions
regarding the positive and negative results of MCAS testing on curriculum and
instruction are examined. Fourth, teachers’ preferences for continuing or eliminating
MCAS testing as a means for helping students improve their learning are reported.
Specifically, the research questions that guide this study are:
1) To what extent do upper elementary teachers perceive that MCAS is a
comprehensive test of what is actually being taught in the classroom?
2) What are upper elementary teachers perceptions regarding MCAS testing as a
means for improving or hindering student learning?
3) What do upper elementary teachers report to be the positive and negative impacts of
MCAS testing on curriculum and instruction?
4) Why do upper elementary teachers prefer to continue or eliminate MCAS testing as
a means for improving student learning?
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APPENDIX B
RESPONSE CARD SENT TO PRINCIPALS
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Elementary Teachers’ Perceptions Regarding the Usefulness of Massachusetts
Comprehensive System (MCAS) for Improving Student Learning
RESPONSE CARD
□ Yes, we look forward to participating in this study.
□
□

No, we will not participate in this study.
I need more information.

Name:__
Telephone Number: __

> Principal

APPENDIX C
FOLLOW-UP LETTER TO PRINCIPALS
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November 11, 2002

Principal Name
Elementary School
Street Address
City State Zip Code

Dear
We understand that you have a very busy schedule. Also, we respect the many demands
on your time. Previously, we sent you a letter requesting your participation in a research
study to determine elementary teachers’ perceptions regarding the usefulness of the
Massachusetts Comprehensive Assessment System (MCAS) for improving student
learning. Perhaps the initial request for your participation in this study is on your desk
waiting a response or you may have returned the response card before receiving this
letter. For your convenience, an additional response card is attached. We look forward
to hearing from you, and we sincerely hope you will participate in this important
research. Thank you for your consideration.

Sincerely,

Robert L. Sinclair
Professor of Education

Gregory R. Hungerford
Research Associate
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APPENDIX D
SCHOOL CLASSIFICATION CODES
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All 41 participating schools for this present study are labeled as urban, suburban, and
rural. These labels are adaptations of the eight school classification codes gathered from
the National Center for Educational Statistics (NCES).
The adaptation of NCES codes occurred in three steps. First, the eight NCES school
codes were placed under the urban, suburban, or rural heading. The researcher
purposefully labeled all urban fringe schools as suburban. This was done to distinguish
urban fringe schools from those located directly in a large or midsize city. The large
town and small town codes were also separated so as to provide more distinction
between groupings. Second, the NCES code for all 41 schools was determined. The
National Center for Educational Statistics classifies the location of a school relative to
populous areas. The school locale code is assigned on the basis of the school's physical
or mailing address. Third, the NCES classification for each school was changed to
urban, suburban, and rural based on the new coding procedure.
URBAN:
1) Large city-central city of a metropolitan statistical area (MSA) or consolidated
MSA (CMSA), with a population of at least 250,000.
2) Midsize city-central city of an MSA or CMSA, with a population less than
250,000.
SUBURBAN:
1) Urban fringe of a large city-any incorporated place, Census-designated place
(CDP), or non-place territory within a CMSA or MSA of a large city and
defined as urban by the U.S. Bureau of the Census.
2) Urban fringe of a midsize city-any incorporated place, CDP, or non-place within
a CMSA or MSA of a midsize central city and defined as urban by the U.S.
Bureau of the Census.
3) Large town-an incorporated place or CDP with a population of at least 25,000
and

211

4) located outside a CMSA or MSA.
RURAL:
1) Small town-an incorporated place or CDP with a population between 2,500 and
24,999 and located outside a CMSA or MSA.
2) Rural-any incorporated place, CDP, or non-place territory designated as rural by
the U.S. Bureau of the Census; excludes places that are within an MSA.
3) Rural Urban Fringe-any place meeting the definition for rural that is within an
MSA.
SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics,
Common Core of Data, "Public Elementary/Secondary School Universe Survey," 19992000. http://www.nces.ed.gov/pubs2001 /overview/table08. asp
http://www.nces. ed.gov/pubs2001/overview/
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APPENDIX E
SAMPLE POPULATION BY COUNTY
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The following appendix lists all 14 counties within the Commonwealth of
Massachusetts.
The total number and percentage of schools from each county that were randomly
selected and that chose to participate in this research are included.
Table 22. Sample Population By County
County
Barnstable
Berkshire

# of Schools
Selected
5

% of Sample
Selected
1.97%

# of Schools
Participated
1

% of Sample
Participated
2.44%

9

3.54%

3

7.32%

Bristol

24

9.45%

4

9.76%

Dukes

2

0.79%

0

0.00%

Essex

31

12.20%

5

12.20%

8

3.15%

4

9.76%

21

8.27%

3

7.32%

Hampshire

5

1.97%

3

7.32%

Middlesex

51

20.08%

4

9.76%

Nantucket

1

0.39%

0

0.00%

Norfolk

26

10.24%

3

7.32%

Plymouth

16

6.30%

4

9.76%

Suffolk

27

10.63%

1

2.44%

Worcester

28

11.02%

6

14.63%

100.00%

41

100.03%

Franklin
Hampden

Total

254
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APPENDIX F
EFFECTIVE LEARNING CONDITION VARIABLES AND
RELATED TEACHER PERCEPTION SURVEY ITEMS
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The six effective learning condition variables are defined. The 11 survey items utilized
to collect data regarding the presence or absence of the variable due to MCAS testing
are listed.

1)

Motivation: Students do want to learn what is being taught in schools. Students

who are motivated to learn may get pleasure from and work together in their learning. If
this is the case, they will more likely demonstrate the required effort to develop skills
that are introduced in the classroom. The school environment should motivate teachers
to improve their instruction. When this occurs, academic activities and subsequent
assessments are utilized that foster positive student attitudes toward learning. The
development of creative curriculum may further students’ efforts to think independently
and work together in their learning.
- The MCAS test causes positive student attitudes toward learning.
- Low-achieving students are discouraged by MCAS testing.
- The MCAS test fosters a classroom climate that helps students get pleasure from
learning.
- The MCAS test motivates students to continue learning.
- The MCAS test encourages students to think independently.
- MCAS testing encourages students to work together in their learning.
- MCAS testing is a meaningful way to improve learning.
- MCAS testing fosters the development of creative curriculum.
- MCAS testing causes students to be stressful.
- The MCAS test encourages teachers to improve their instruction.
- MCAS testing encourages teachers to pay attention to individual student interests.
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2)

Confidence: Students must feel as if they can learn what schools are teaching.

They should look forward to participating in classroom activities and feel as if academic
success is a possibility. Confidence is increased when students are challenged to learn
well through learning objectives and instruction that are developmentally appropriate.
Assessments are utilized that offer all students a chance to demonstrate they have
learned what is taught in the classroom.
- The MCAS test encourages students who are failing in school to like learning.
- Students look forward to taking the MCAS test.
- Students who are getting good grades in school are confident they can pass the
MCAS test.
- The MCAS test helps students develop confidence in their academic ability.
- Advanced students are challenged to learn well by the MCAS test.
- Due to MCAS testing teachers spend time helping students learn “test taking skills”.
- The MCAS test is fair to students who are learning English as a second language.
- The MCAS test is fair to special education students.
- The MCAS test is sensitive to students who learn at a slow rate.
- MCAS testing is sensitive to individual differences of students.
- The MCAS test is sensitive to the cultural background of students.

3)

Purpose: Students should have a clear notion of what is to be learned. The

purpose of learning should be clear, and students should be included in this process.
Students’ academic needs should determine learning objectives. Assessments should
identify if important skills taught in the classroom are learned by students. The purpose
of learning should include high standards for all students, and teacher input should be
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utilized to achieve such an objective. Attention is given to utilizing assessments that
provide feedback on how well educational decisions at the local level solve problems
impacting learning.
- MCAS test questions should determine what is taught in the classroom.
- What is important for students to learn is assessed by the MCAS test.
- Students clearly understand the purpose of MCAS testing.
- The MCAS test encourages teachers to set high expectations for all students.
- Teachers are pressured to align curriculum with MCAS test questions.
- Teachers would like to eliminate MCAS testing.
- The MCAS test takes away valuable time from important learning in the classroom.
- MCAS testing is an idea that was started by teachers.
- The MCAS test diverts attention away from other important decisions for helping
students learn well.
- MCAS test questions are consistent with what is important to teach.
- MCAS testing raises the quality of learning for students.

4)

Sequential: Students should be exposed to sequential, step-by-step learning.

Learning objectives should consider that students have different levels of background
knowledge, skills, and experience and in turn progress at different rates. The curriculum
taught to students should be rigorous and include activities that increase students’
critical thinking skills. The use of memorization and test-taking preparation as a means
to promote learning should be minimized. Multiple types of assessments should guide
decision making about future learning objectives for all students.
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- The MCAS test helps teachers determine what is important to teach.
- MCAS testing results in “teaching to the test”.
- The MCAS test makes curriculum more rigorous.
- Eliminating MCAS testing would weaken curriculum taught in the classroom.
- The MCAS test increases the use of memorization as a way to promote learning.
- Success on the MCAS test demands in-depth thinking.
- Teachers give attention to subjects not included on the MCAS test.
- What is being taught in the classroom should decide what is tested on the MCAS.
- Teachers give extra attention to students who fail the MCAS test.
- Teachers drill students on questions that may be included on the MCAS test.
- The MCAS test hinders teachers from paying attention to individual differences of
students.

5)

Feedback: Students should be provided with appraisal and feedback for each

step in their process of learning a new behavior. Students who are learning a new skill
want feedback on their progress. Assessments should provide an accurate measure of
student learning and assist in the identification of students’ academic strengths and
weaknesses. Multiple assessments provide a better understanding of what students have
and have not learned. Feedback can guide teacher instruction and motivate teachers to
work harder in the classroom.
- The MCAS test is a true measure of what students are learning in school.
- Increased scores on the MCAS test mean a student’s learning has improved.
- The MCAS test helps teachers identify why students are having difficulty learning.
- It takes more than one test to accurately assess student learning.
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- MCAS test results help teachers improve their instruction.
- Teachers are pleased that MCAS test scores are reported in the newspaper.
- MCAS test results are an effective way to evaluate teaching.
- A school is successful when all its students score well on the MCAS test.
- The MCAS test finds out if students have mastered important skills.
- MCAS test scores are a true indicator of the quality of our school.
- The MCAS test assesses how well students can solve complex problems.
6)

Transfer: Students should learn behaviors that are important to their future

success in schools and society. Teachers should consider the curriculum taught in
school is crucial for later academic success and responsible citizenship. By teaching
skills that increase critical thinking, schools ensure students can learn well in multiple
situations. Effective schooling entails the use of proper assessments to identify those
students who require remedial assistance. Parents should gain a better understanding of
their child’s learning through feedback from assessments so as to help their children
learn well.
- A high score on the MCAS test is crucial to future success in society.
- The MCAS test determines which students will be successful in high school.
- A high score on the MCAS test means that students will learn well in the
future.
- The MCAS test identifies which students are most successful in school.
- The MCAS test assesses if students will become responsible citizens.
- The MCAS test finds out if students can think critically.
- The MCAS test encourages parents to help their children learn well.
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- Students who fail the MCAS test should not be promoted to the next grade.
- The MCAS test helps parents become better informed about the total learning of
their children.
- The home conditions of students influence their success on the MCAS test.
- MCAS testing improves the quality of our school.
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APPENDIX G
TEACHER PERCEPTION SURVEY
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TEACHER PERCEPTION SURVEY
For determining the perceptions of elementary school teachers toward the usefulness of
MCAS testing for improving student learning.

Fall 2002
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TEACHER PERCEPTION SURVEY
The purpose of this survey is to determine your perceptions regarding the
usefulness of MCAS testing for improving the learning of your students. As a teacher,
you are in the best position to know about the advantages and disadvantages of MCAS
testing. Please understand that your responses are confidential. You are not even asked
to put your name on this survey. There are no right or wrong answers. In simple terms,
we are asking you to tell us your own views about the usefulness of the MCAS test for
helping children learn well.
INSTRUCTIONS
The Teacher Perception Survey consists of 66 statements. For each statement, there are
four possible responses: Strongly Agree (SA), Agree (A), Disagree (D), and Strongly
Disagree (SD). Please circle one response for each statement that best describes your
perception. Often your immediate thought is the most accurate perception. Hence, you
may want to move through the survey quickly and mark the responses that first come to
mind. This survey takes about 20 minutes to complete.
Thank you for helping with this research. Your cooperation is appreciated.
Practice Statement:
Please circle your response so that you can practice how to mark each statement in the
survey.
The MCAS test takes important time
away from student learning.

SA

A

D

SD

PLEASE TURN TO THE NEXT PAGE AND BEGIN THE SURVEY.
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TEACHER PERCEPTION SURVEY
The MCAS test identifies which students
are most successful in school.

SA

A

D

SD

Advanced students are challenged to learn
well by the MCAS test.

SA

A

D

SD

SA

A

D

SD

The MCAS test motivates students to
continue learning.

SA

A

D

SD

MCAS test results help teachers improve
their instruction.

SA

A

D

SD

The MCAS test is fair to students who are
learning English as a second language.

SA

A

D

SD

MCAS testing encourages teachers to pay
attention to individual student interests.

SA

A

D

SD

MCAS test questions are consistent with
what is important to teach.

SA

A

D

SD

The MCAS test makes curriculum more *
rigorous.

SA

A

D

SD

The home conditions of students
influence their success on the MCAS test.

SA

A

D

SD

Students look forward to taking the
MCAS test.

SA

A

D

SD

MCAS testing causes students to be
stressful.

SA

A

D

SD

The MCAS test finds out if students can
think critically.

SA

A

D

SD

i

The MCAS test increases the use of
memorization as a way to promote
learning.
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TEACHER PERCEPTION SURVEY
MCAS test scores are a true indicator of
the quality of our school.

SA

A

D

SD

Success on the MCAS test demands
in-depth thinking.

SA

A

D

SD

The MCAS test finds out if students have
mastered important skills.

SA

A

D

SD

What is important for students to learn is
assessed by the MCAS test.

SA

A

D

SD

Teachers drill students on questions that
may be included on the MCAS test.

SA

A

D

SD

The MCAS test helps students develop
confidence in their academic ability.

SA

A

D

SD

Teachers give attention to subjects not
included on the MCAS test.

SA

A '

D

SD

MCAS testing raises the quality of
learning for students.

SA

A

D

SD

Teachers are pressured to align curriculum
with MCAS test questions.

SA

A

D

SD

SA

A

D

SD

Teachers would like to eliminate MCAS
testing.

SA

A

D

SD

Teachers are pleased that MCAS test
scores are reported in the newspaper.

SA

A

D

SD

SA

A

D

SD

Students who are getting good grades in
school are confident that they can pass the
MCAS test.

The MCAS test fosters a classroom
climate that helps students get pleasure
from learning.
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TEACHER PERCEPTION SURVEY
It takes more than one test to accurately
assess student learning.

SA

A

D

SD

The MCAS test encourages teachers to
improve their instruction.

SA

A

D

SD

A high score on the MCAS test means
that students will learn well in the future.

SA

A

D

SD

SA

A

D

SD

Eliminating MCAS testing would weaken
curriculum taught in the classroom.

SA

A

D

SD

The MCAS test determines which
students will be successful in high school.

SA

A

D

SD

SA

A

D

SD

MCAS testing is a meaningful way to
improve learning.

SA

A

D

SD

The MCAS test assesses if students will
become responsible citizens.

SA

A

D

SD

SA

A

D

SD

Students who fail the MCAS test should
not be promoted to the next grade.

SA

A

D

SD

A school is successful when all its
students score well on the MCAS test.

SA

A

D

SD

Low-achieving students are discouraged
by MCAS testing.

SA

A

D

SD

The MCAS test hinders teachers from
paying attention to individual differences
of students.

What is being taught in the classroom
should decide what is tested on the
MCAS.

The MCAS test diverts attention away
from other important decisions for helping
students learn well.
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TEACHER PERCEPTION SURVEY
MCAS testing is an idea that was started
by teachers.

SA

A

D

SD

MCAS testing results in “teaching to the
test”.

SA

A

D

SD

Increased scores on the MCAS test mean
a student’s learning has improved.

SA

A

D

SD

The MCAS test is a true measure of what
students are learning in school.

SA

A

D

SD

The MCAS test assesses how well
students can solve complex problems.

SA

A

D

SD

MCAS test results are an effective way to
evaluate teaching.

SA

A

D

SD

The MCAS test is fair to special education
students.

SA

A

D

SD

Teachers give extra attention to students
who fail the MCAS test.

SA

A

D

SD

The MCAS test encourages teachers to set
high expectations for all students.

SA

A

D

SD

The MCAS test takes away valuable time
from important learning in the classroom.

SA

A

D

SD

The MCAS test is sensitive to the cultural
background of students.

SA

A

D

SD

SA

A

D

SD

A high score on the MCAS test is crucial
to future success in society.

SA

A

D

SD

MCAS testing encourages students to
work together in their learning.

SA

A

D

SD

The MCAS test helps teachers identify
why students are having difficulty
learning.
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TEACHER PERCEPTION SURVEY
The MCAS test helps parents become
better informed about the total learning of
their children.
/

SA

A

D

SD

MCAS testing is sensitive to individual
differences of students.

SA

A

D

SD

Due to MCAS testing teachers spend time
helping students learn “test taking skills”.

SA

A

D

SD

The MCAS test encourages students to
think independently.

SA

A

D

SD

Students clearly understand the purpose of
MCAS testing.

SA

A

D

SD

The MCAS test encourages parents to
help their children learn well.

SA

A

D

SD

The MCAS test causes positive student
attitudes toward learning.

SA

A

D

SD

MCAS testing fosters the development of
creative curriculum.

SA

A

D

SD

MCAS test questions should determine
what is taught in the classroom.

SA

A

D

SD

MCAS testing improves the quality of our
school.

SA

A

D

SD

The MCAS test encourages students who
are failing in school to like learning.

SA

A

D

SD

The MCAS test is sensitive to students
who learn at a slow rate.

SA

A

D

SD

The MCAS test helps teachers determine
what is important to teach.

SA

A

D

SD
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TEACHER PERCEPTION SURVEY
It would be helpful to have this additional information.
However, please understand that this section is optional.

Please circle your response:
Your current grade level:
Number of years teaching: 0-2

3-5

5

4

3
6-8

9-11

THANK YOU
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12-14

15-17

18 or more

APPENDIX H
TEACHER PERCEPTION SURVEY ITEMS AND RELATED RESEARCH
SUB-QUESTIONS
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The four major research questions and their related research sub-questions are provided.
The specific TPS items utilized to collect data to answer the research sub-questions are
listed.
Question 1: To what extent do upper elementary teachers perceive the MCAS test
inclusive of important learning being taught in the classroom?
1) To what extent are MCAS test questions consistent with what elementary
teachers think should be taught in the classroom?
- MCAS test questions should determine what is taught in the classroom.
- The MCAS test is a true measure of what students are learning in school.
- Increased scores on the MCAS test mean a student’s learning has improved.
- MCAS test questions are consistent with what is important to teach.
- What is being taught in the classroom should decide what is tested on the MCAS.
2) To what extent do elementary teachers consider the learning that is tested by
MCAS to be crucial to a student’s future success in school and society?
- A high score on the MCAS test is crucial to future success in society.
- The MCAS test determines which students will be successful in high school.
- A high score on the MCAS test means that a student will learn well in the future.
- The MCAS test identifies which students are most successful in school.
- A school is successful when all its students score well on the MCAS test.
3) What kind of important learning do elementary teachers think MCAS neglects
to assess?
- The MCAS test helps teachers identify why students are having difficulty learning.
- The MCAS test assesses how well students can solve complex problems.
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- The MCAS test assesses if students will become responsible citizens.
- What is important for students to learn is assessed by the MCAS test.
- The MCAS test finds out if students have mastered important skills.
Question 2: To what extent do upper elementary teachers think MCAS testing
contributes to improvements in student learning?
1) To what extent do elementary teachers consider MCAS testing is a positive
influence on students’ attitudes toward learning?
- The MCAS test encourages students who are failing in school to like learning.
- The MCAS test causes positive student attitudes toward learning.
- Low-achieving students are discouraged by MCAS testing.
- The MCAS test motivates students to continue learning.
- Students look forward to taking the MCAS test.
- Students who are getting good grades in school are confident they can pass the
MCAS test.
- The MCAS test helps students develop confidence in their academic ability.
- The MCAS test fosters a classroom climate that helps students get pleasure from
learning.
2) To what extent do elementary teachers consider MCAS testing is the primary
reason students reach their full academic potential?
- The MCAS test encourages students to think independently.
- MCAS testing encourages students to work together in their learning.
- MCAS testing is a meaningful way to improve learning.
- MCAS testing raises the quality of learning for students.
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- Advanced students are challenged to learn well by the MCAS test.
- Success on the MCAS test demands in-depth thinking.
- The MCAS test finds out if students can think critically.
- The home conditions of students influence their success on the MCAS test.
3) To what extent do elementary teachers consider MCAS test results are used to
improve student learning.
- The MCAS test encourages parents to help their children learn well.
- The MCAS test helps parents become better informed about the total learning of
their children.
- Teachers give extra attention to students who fail the MCAS test.
- Students who fail the MCAS test should not be promoted to the next grade.
- Teachers are pleased that MCAS test scores are reported in the newspaper.
- MCAS test results help teachers improve their instruction.
Question 3: What do upper elementary teachers report to be the positive and
negative impacts of MCAS testing on curriculum and instruction?
1/2) What do elementary teachers report is the positive/negative impact of MCAS
testing on improving instruction?
- The MCAS test helps teachers determine what is important to teach.
- MCAS testing results in “teaching to the test”.
- The MCAS test encourages teachers to improve their instruction.
- Due to MCAS testing teachers spend time helping students learn “test taking skills”.
- The MCAS test takes away valuable time from important learning in the classroom.
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- The MCAS test hinders teachers from paying attention to individual differences of
students.
- MCAS test results are an effective way to evaluate teaching.
- Teachers drill students on questions that may be included on the MCAS test.

3/4) What do elementary teachers report is the positive/negative impact of MCAS
testing on improving curriculum?
- The MCAS test makes curriculum more rigorous.
- Teachers are pressured to align curriculum with MCAS test questions.
- MCAS testing fosters the development of creative curriculum.
- MCAS testing encourages teachers to pay attention to individual student interests.
- The MCAS test encourages teachers to set high expectations for all students.
- Eliminating MCAS testing would weaken curriculum taught in the classroom.
- The MCAS test increases the use of memorization as a way to promote learning.
- Students clearly understand the purpose of MCAS testing.
- Teachers give attention to subjects not included on the MCAS test.
Question 4: Why do upper elementary teachers prefer to continue or eliminate
MCAS testing as a means for improving student learning?
1/2) What are common reasons elementary teachers prefer to continue/eliminate
MCAS testing as a means for improving student learning?
- MCAS testing is an idea that was started by teachers.
- MCAS test scores are a true indicator of the quality of our school.
- MCAS testing causes students to be stressful.
- The MCAS test is sensitive to students who learn at a slow rate.
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- MCAS testing improves the quality of our school.
- The MCAS test is fair to special education students.
- Teachers would like to eliminate MCAS testing.
- The MCAS test is fair to students who are learning English as a second language.
- MCAS testing is sensitive to individual differences of students.
- It takes more than one test to accurately assess student learning.
- The MCAS test is sensitive to the cultural background of students.
- The MCAS test diverts attention away from other important decisions for helping
students learn well.

APPENDIX I
PRINCIPAL LETTER ATTACHED TO THE TEACHER PERCEPTION SURVEY
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Date

Principal Name
Elementary School
Address
Address

Dear Principal:
Thank you for your willingness to administer the attached surveys about elementary
teachers’ perceptions regarding the usefulness of MCAS for improving student learning.
Please provide each participating third, fourth, and fifth grade teacher with a copy of
the Teacher Perception Survey. Please ask each teacher to place the completed survey in
the envelope provided so that confidentiality can be ensured. Each teacher should

I

deposit the completed survey in the large addressed and stamped envelope so that all
completed surveys can be returned.
Thank you for your cooperation with this important research.

1

.

Sincerely,

Gregory R. Hungerford
Research Associate
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APPENDIX J
TEACHER LETTER ATTACHED TO THE TEACHER PERCEPTION SURVEY

Dear Colleague,
Thank you for your willingness to complete the attached survey. Please read the
directions carefully. After you respond to all the statements, please place the completed
survey in the envelope provided and seal it so that confidentiality can be ensured. Please
place the envelope in the larger addressed and stamped mailing envelope.

Sincerely,

Gregory R. Hungerford
Research Associate
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APPENDIX K
POSITIVELY KEYED RESPONSES TO TEACHER PERCEPTION
SURVEY ITEMS
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In order to utilize the “66 plus 33 minus” scoring procedure, it was necessary to
designate responses to each survey item as being positively or negatively keyed. This
procedure was accomplished in five steps. First, all 66 survey items were written on a
separate 3x5 note card. Second, the researcher and a judge well versed in the
development of research instruments read the first item. A discussion occurred
regarding which set of dichotomous responses (strongly agree/agree or
disagree/strongly disagree) would suggest a positive connection between MCAS testing
and improved student learning. For example, item one asks teachers to tell if the MCAS
test identifies which students are most successful in school. The researcher and judge
determined that if MCAS testing was a useful tool for assessing student learning then
strongly agree/agree would be the positively keyed responses. Third, the researcher and
the judge followed the same procedure for the remaining 65 survey items. In turn, the
set of responses that would suggest MCAS testing as a means for improving student
learning was deemed positive. Fourth, a rationale for supporting each positively keyed
response was generated from the Massachusetts’ Department of Education web site.
Specifically, the researcher reviewed the web site and listed multiple points of evidence
put forth by the Department of Education regarding the purpose and usefulness of
MCAS testing for strengthening teaching and increasing student learning. These points
of evidence were then reviewed for themes and redundancy. Finally, the supporting
statements were placed one at a time next to each survey item. This placement was done
so as to match the content of survey items with statements from the Department of
Education that rationalize the implementation of MCAS testing for assessing
curriculum, instruction, and student learning.
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TPS ITEM_
The MCAS test identifies which students
are most successful in school.

KEY
SA/A

RATIONALE
The MCAS test is used to
assess student achievement.

Advanced students are challenged to learn
well by the MCAS test.

SA/A

The MCAS test increases the use of
memorization as a way to promote
learning.
The MCAS test motivates students to
continue learning.

D/SD

MCAS test results help teachers improve
their instruction.

SA/A

The MCAS test is a means for
setting high standards for all
students.
The MCAS test is to be used
to improve teacher
instruction.
The MCAS test encourages
students to try their best in
school.
MCAS test results are to be
used to strengthen instruction.

The MCAS test is fair to students who are
learning English as a second language.

SA/A

MCAS testing encourages teachers to pay
attention to individual student interests.

SA/A

MCAS test questions are consistent with
what is important to teach.

SA/A

The MCAS test makes curriculum more
rigorous.

SA/A

The MCAS test is to be used
to strengthen curriculum.

The home conditions of students
influence their success on the MCAS test.

D/SD

Students look forward to taking the
MCAS test.

SA/A

MCAS testing causes students to be
stressful.

SD/D

The MCAS test finds out if students can
think critically.

SA/A

Success on the MCAS test is
based on the learning in
schools.
The MCAS test encourages
students to try their best in
school.
The MCAS test encourages
students to try their best in
school.
The MCAS test assesses if
students can solve complex
problems.

SA/A
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The MCAS test is a fair,
accurate assessment of
student achievement.
The MCAS test is to be used
to strengthen curriculum and
instruction.
The MCAS test is used to
assess student achievement.

TPS ITEM

KEY

RATIONALE

MCAS test scores are a true indicator of
the quality of our school.

SA/A

The MCAS test is used to
strengthen schools.

Success on the MCAS test demands
in-depth thinking.

SA/A

The MCAS test finds out if students have
mastered important skills.

SA/A

The MCAS test assesses if
students can solve complex
problems.
The MCAS test is used to
assess student achievement.

What is important for students to learn is
assessed by the MCAS test.

SA/A

The MCAS test is used to
assess student achievement.

Teachers drill students on questions that
may be included on the MCAS test.

D/SD

The MCAS test helps students develop
confidence in their academic ability.

SA/A

Teachers give attention to subjects not
included on the MCAS test.

D/SD

MCAS testing raises the quality of
learning for students.

SA/A

Teachers are pressured to align curriculum
with MCAS test questions.

D/SD

The MCAS test is to be used
to strengthen curriculum and
instruction.
The MCAS test should
encourage students to try their
best in school.
The MCAS test and
instruction are based on the
curriculum frameworks.
The MCAS test is a means for
setting high standards for all
students.
The MCAS test is to be used
to strengthen curriculum.

Students who are getting good grades in
school are confident that they can pass the
MCAS test.
Teachers would like to eliminate MCAS
testing.

SA/A

Teachers are pleased that MCAS test
scores are reported in the newspaper.

SA/A

The MCAS test fosters a classroom
climate that helps students get pleasure
from learning.

SA/A

SD/D

The MCAS test should
encourage students to try their
best in school.
Teachers provided input in the
construction and content of
the MCAS test.
The MCAS test holds teachers
accountable.
The MCAS test should
encourage students to try their
best in school.

KEY
RATIONALE
D/SD The MCAS test was designed
to test whether students have
learned the frameworks.

TPS ITEM
It takes more than one test to accurately
assess student learning.
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The MCAS test encourages teachers to
improve their instruction.
A high score on the MCAS test means
that students will learn well in the future.

SA/A

The MCAS test hinders teachers from
paying attention to individual differences
of students.
Eliminating MCAS testing would weaken
curriculum taught in the classroom.
The MCAS test determines which
students will be successful in high school.

D/SD

What is being taught in the classroom
should decide what is tested on the
MCAS.
MCAS testing is a meaningful way to
improve learning.

D/SD

The MCAS test assesses if students will
become responsible citizens.

SA/A

The MCAS test diverts attention away
from other important decisions for helping
students learn well.
Students who fail the MCAS test should
not be promoted to the next grade.

D/SD

A school is successful when all its
students score well on the MCAS test.

SA/A

The MCAS test is used to
assess student achievement.

Low-achieving students are discouraged
by MCAS testing.

D/SD

The MCAS test encourages
students to try their best in
school.

SA/A

SA/A
SA/A

SA/A
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SA/A

The MCAS test is to be used
to strengthen instruction.
The MCAS test helps ensure
students are prepared to
succeed in a knowledge-based
world.
The MCAS test is to be used
to strengthen curriculum and
instruction.
The MCAS test is to be used
to strengthen curriculum.
The MCAS test helps ensure
students are prepared to
succeed in a knowledge-based
world.
The MCAS test and
instruction are based on the
curriculum frameworks.
The MCAS test is a means for
setting high standards for all
students.
The MCAS test helps ensure
students are prepared to
succeed in a knowledge-based
world.
The MCAS test is to be used
to strengthen curriculum and
instruction.
The MCAS test is used to
assess student achievement.

TPS ITEM

KEY

MCAS testing is an idea that was started
by teachers.

SA/A

MCAS testing results in “teaching to the
test”.

D/SD

Increased scores on the MCAS test mean
a student’s learning has improved.
The MCAS test is a true measure of what
students are learning in school.

SA/A
SA/A

The MCAS test assesses how well
students can solve complex problems.

SA/A

MCAS test results are an effective way to
evaluate teaching.
The MCAS test is fair to special education
students.

SA/A

Teachers give extra attention to students
who fail the MCAS test.

SA/A

The MCAS test encourages teachers to set
high expectations for all students.

SA/A

The MCAS test takes away valuable time
from important learning in the classroom.

D/SD

The MCAS test is sensitive to the cultural
background of students.

SA/A

The MCAS test helps teachers identify
why students are having difficulty
learning.

SA/A

A high score on the MCAS test is crucial
to future success in society.

SA/A

MCAS testing encourages students to
work together in their learning.

SA/A
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SA/A

RATIONALE
Teachers provided input in the
construction and content of
the MCAS test.
The MCAS test is to be used
to strengthen curriculum and
instruction.
The MCAS test is used to
assess student achievement.
The MCAS test is used to
assess student achievement.
The MCAS test assesses if
students can solve complex
problems.
The MCAS test holds teachers
accountable.
The MCAS test is a fair,
accurate assessment of
student achievement.
The MCAS test is to be used
to strengthen curriculum and
instruction.
The MCAS test is a means for
setting high standards for all
students.
The MCAS test is to be used
to strengthen curriculum and
instruction.
The MCAS test is a fair,
accurate assessment of
student achievement.
The MCAS test is to be used
to strengthen curriculum and
instruction.
The MCAS test helps ensure
students are prepared to
succeed in a knowledge-based
world.
The MCAS test encourages
students to try their best in
school.

TPS ITEM_

KEY

The MCAS test helps parents become
better informed about the total learning
of their children.
MCAS testing is sensitive to individual
differences of students.

SA/A

Due to MCAS testing teachers spend
time helping students learn “test taking
skills”.

D/SD

The MCAS test encourages students to
think independently.

SA/A

Students clearly understand the purpose
of MCAS testing.

SA/A

The MCAS test encourages parents to
help their children learn well.

SA/A

The MCAS test causes positive student
attitudes toward learning.

SA/A

MCAS testing fosters the development of
creative curriculum.

SA/A

MCAS test questions should determine
what is taught in the classroom.

SA/A

MCAS testing improves the quality of
our school.

SA/A

The MCAS test encourages students who
are failing in school to like learning.

SA/A

The MCAS test is sensitive to students
who learn at a slow rate.

SA/A

The MCAS test helps teachers determine
what is important to teach.

SA/A

SA/A
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RATIONALE
The MCAS test provides a
means for parents to monitor
their children’s progress.
The MCAS test is a fair,
accurate assessment of
student achievement.
The MCAS test is to be used
to strengthen curriculum and
instruction.
The MCAS test encourages
students to try their best in
school.
It is important that students
understand the purpose of the
MCAS test.
The MCAS test provides a
means for parents to monitor
their children’s progress.
The MCAS test encourages
students to try their best in
school.
The MCAS test is to be used
to strengthen curriculum.
The MCAS test and
instruction are based on the
curriculum frameworks.
The MCAS test holds schools
accountable.
The MCAS test encourages
students to try their best in
school.
The MCAS test is a fair,
accurate assessment of
student achievement.
The MCAS test is to be used
to strengthen curriculum and
instruction.

APPENDIX L
UNITS OF MEASUREMENT AND FREQUENCIES

Table 23. Grade Level
GRADE

Valid

Missing
Total

third
fourth
fifth
third and fourth
fourth and fifth
third, fourth, and fifth
Total
System

Frequency
96
83
90
2
4
8
283
27
310

Percent
31.0
26.8
29.0
.6
1.3
2.6
91.3
8.7
100.0

Valid Percent
33.9
29.3
31.8
.7
1.4
2.8
100.0

Cumulative
Percent
33.9
63.3
95.1
95.8
97.2
100.0

Note: Teachers were coded as grade 3, 4, or 5. Teachers who taught multiple grades
were coded according to those levels taught.

Table 24. Years Teaching
YRTEACH

Valid

Missing
Total

0 to 2 years

Frequency
19

Percent
6.1

Valid Percent
6.7

Cumulative
Percent
6.7

3 to 5 years

45

14.5

15.9

22.6

6 to 8 years

10.3

11.3

33.9

9 to 11 years

32
24

7.7

8.5

42.4

12 to 14 years

24

7.7

8.5

50.9

15 to 17 years

12

3.9

4.2

55.1

18 or more years

127

41.0

44.9

100.0

Total

283

91.3

100.0

27

8.7

310

100.0

System

Note: Teachers were coded in one of seven categories based on the number of years
teaching.
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Table 25. Method

METHOD

Valid

Frequency
192

Percent
61.9

Valid Percent
61.9

Cumulative
Percent
61.9

by mail

118

38.1

38.1

100.0

Total

310

100.0

100.0

in person

Noe: Two data collection methods for the TPS were utilized, direct administration or
mailings.

Table 26. County

COUNTY

Valid

Frequency
11

Percent
3.5

Valid Percent
3.5

Cumulative
Percent
3.5

Berkshire

20

6.5

6.5

10.0

Bristol

31

10.0

10.0

20.0

Essex

44

14.2

14.2

34.2

Franklin

11

3.5

3.5

37.7

Hampden

26

8.4

8.4

46.1

Hampshire

12

3.9

3.9

50.0

Middlesex

30

9.7

9.7

59.7

Norfolk

23

7.4

7.4

67.1

Plymouth

54

17.4

17.4

84.5

1

.3

.3

84.8

47

15.2

15.2

100.0

310

100.0

100.0

Barnstable

Suffolk
Worcester
Total

Note: Schools were labeled according to their respective county within Massachusetts
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Table 27. Funding

FUNDING

Valid

Frequency
111

Percent
35.8

Valid Percent
35.8

Cumulative
Percent
35.8

25 to 49.9

37

11.9

11.9

47.7

50 to 74.9

120

38.7

38.7

86.5

75 to 100

42

13.5

13.5

100.0

310

100.0

100.0

0 to 24.9

Total

Note: Schools were broken down into one of four categories based on the percentage of
Chapter 70 funding provided by the Massachusetts Department of Education.

Table 28. English-Language Arts (ELA) MCAS Scores

ELA

Valid

Frequency
8

Percent
2.6

Valid Percent
2.7

Cumulative
Percent
2.7

27

8.7

9.2

11.9

113

36.5

38.3

50.2

41

13.2

13.9

64.1

very high

106

34.2

35.9

100.0

Total

295

95.2

100.0

15

4.8

310

100.0

very low
low
moderate
high

Missing
Total

System

Note: Schools were coded in one of five categories based on Department of
Education Cycle II ratings for ELA MCAS scores. Due to their low student population,
two schools did not receive a Cycle II rating.
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Table 29. Math MCAS Scores

MATH

Valid

Frequency
39

Percent
12.6

Valid Percent
13.2

Cumulative
Percent
13.2

low

77

24.8

26.1

39.3

moderate

68

21.9

23.1

62.4

high

98

31.6

33.2

95.6

very high

13

4.2

4.4

100.0

295

95.2

100.0

15

4.8

310

100.0

very low

Total
Missing
Total

System

Note: Schools were coded in one of five categories based on Department of
Education Cycle II ratings for Math MCAS scores. Due to their low student population,
two schools did not receive a Cycle II rating.
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APPENDIX M
TEACHER PERCEPTION INTERVIEW
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TEACHER PERCEPTION INTERVIEW

Determining the perceptions of elementary school teachers toward the usefulness of
MCAS testing for improving student learning.

Fall 2002
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TEACHER PERCEPTION INTERVIEW
The purpose of the interview portion of this survey is to gain additional important
information regarding your perceptions of MCAS testing. As a teacher, you can provide
insight about the advantages and disadvantages of MCAS testing as a means for
improving student learning. Please understand that your responses are confidential.
Directions:
The interview consists of four questions. We simply want your honest ideas about
MCAS. There are no right or wrong answers. Each question will be
read to you. You are then asked to provide a response that reflects your perceptions
toward MCAS testing. Your responses will be written down. After the data are
reviewed, the response sheets will be destroyed.
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TEACHER PERCEPTION INTERVIEW

Research Question: What do upper elementary teachers report to be the positive and
negative impacts of MCAS testing on curriculum and instruction?
1. What are the positive and negative impacts of MCAS testing on improving
curriculum?
A. Positive:

B. Negative:

TEACHER PERCEPTION INTERVIEW
2. What are the positive and negative impacts of MCAS testing on improving
instruction?
A. Positive:

B. Negative:
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TEACHER PERCEPTION INTERVIEW
Research Question: To what extent do upper elementary teachers perceive the MCAS
Test inclusive of important learning being taught in the classroom?
3. Do you think that all important learning taught in the classroom is assessed by the
MCAS test?

Yes

No

If no, what kind of important learning is not assessed by the MCAS test?
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TEACHER PERCEPTION INTERVIEW
Research Question: Why do upper elementary teachers prefer to keep or eliminate
MCAS testing as a means for improving student learning?
4. Do you prefer to continue or eliminate MCAS testing as a means for improving
student learning?
Why?
A. Why prefer to keep:

B. Why prefer to eliminate:
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